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Abstract 

 
As part of the main research contribution this study raises the substantive theory on 

Marketing Communications (MCs) in the novel context of the Russian market and small 

‘organic’ skincare businesses by this building the foundations for further research 

studies in this area of SMEs with intangible attributes and markets with emerging 

marketing practices.  

 

This research explores how small businesses in organic skincare industry in Russia 

practice MCs; and specifically focuses on what contextual factors impact on ‘inside-out’ 

and ‘outside-in’ approaches to marketing communications. While the ‘inside-out’ 

approach represents a more company-controlled and brand-informed marketing, the 

‘outside-in’ approach mainly focuses on a customer-centric and considering that MCs 

have mostly been investigated in the context of large scale companies with advanced 

marketing practices, it is worthwhile to provide more insight into how small businesses 

with emerging marketing practices understand MCs and implement its core principles of 

customer and brand orientation. In this sense a salient example is the Russian market, 

where marketing as a discipline initiated its development only after the collapse of the 

Soviet Union in the early 90-ies. MCs will be investigated in the context of organic 

skincare products. Local skincare companies in Russia extensively label their brand 

‘organic’ to gain a competitive advantage on the market. Despite that, there is a lack of 

insight into how the ‘organic’ concept and its characteristics are communicated to the 

local audience and whether they are consistent with a customer’s locally constructed 

perception of ‘organic’. In response to that, this research aims to fill in this gap and to 
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shed the light on whether and how local small companies in the industry manage to 

create a consistent customer-centric brand identity.  

 

The research consists of two sets of data collection methods: the analysis of online 

consumers’ discourses on organic skincare (netnography) and the interviews with the 

small organic skincare companies in Russia, which respectively provide insight into a 

customer’s local perception of ‘organic’ in skincare and the company’s communicated 

‘organic’ brand identity. The present study is informed by the grounded theory 

methodology with the social constructivist and symbolic interactionism dimensions that 

guide and support the subsequent substantive theory on MCs in the defined context.  

 

As part of the main contribution the research introduces the concept of the business self 

(the owner-manager’s perception of the business) as the main constituent that defines 

MCs practices. In the case of the ‘restricted business self’ the company describes itself 

as a business with restricted resources and limited ability to invest into customer-

informed marketing practices. The main focus of the company is on communicating a 

consistent brand identity, which is however hardly supported by a customer insight. 

Thus, this practice demonstrates more of the brand orientation and the ‘inside-out’ MCs. 

Conversely, in the case of the ‘desired business self’, where the company envisions 

itself in a favourable market situation, it expresses the ‘desire’ to invest into rigorous 

primary customer research and customer relationship management (CRM) to achieve a 

higher level of customer centricity to inform its brand identity. Thus, the case of the 

‘desired business self’ demonstrates the shifts towards the customer orientation and the 

practice of ‘outside-in’ MCs.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
The main body of the thesis is organised into the following chapters:  

 

Chapter 1 provides background context to this thesis and outlines the objective of the study 

with the emergent research gaps, research questions and methodological research design. 

Drawing from the examination of the literature, there is scarce research in the field of 

marketing communications practices in SMEs (Gabrielli, 2010; Gilmore, 2007; Taiminen, 

2015). Hence, there is a general lack of understanding of how smaller enterprises 

communicate with their customers, what techniques and strategies (if any) they implement to 

sustain and communicate their brand values to customers ensuring customer-informed 

‘outside-in’ marketing.  Furthermore, despite a recent growing number of empirical studies in 

the context of smaller businesses (Ainin, 2015;Gabrielli, 2010;Wong, 2008), there is yet a 

lack of theoretical contributions in the field and thus a holistic understanding of marketing 

communications processes, practices and activities that SMEs undertake to engage with 

customers (Atanassova, 2015; Pérez-Cabañero, 2012).  Arguably, this could be because the 

extant literature neglects to employ a more data-driven empirically grounded approach to 

their studies to draw unique theoretical insights. In response to these limitations and to 

enhance the literature on marketing communications in SMEs, this research adapts an 

inductive grounded theory methodology with in an attempt to provide a holistic theorization 

of SMEs marketing practices in a defined context of organic skincare industry in Russia.  

 

Chapter 2 starts with an initial systematic review of literature on MCs conducted prior to the 

fieldwork. It specifically aims to identify the gaps in the extant theoretical marketing 

communications studies and empirical research on SMEs to position this research in 

response to the under-investigated issues.  Chapter 2 initiates the discussion with the 

theoretical literature by focusing on the conceptual evolution of MCs that has been 
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undergoing a period of transition since 1980s –a shift from the Fordism socioeconomic 

system mainly characterised by mass communication towards more customised marketing 

forms of communications, and more sophisticated customer informed devices/applications 

which the era of digitalization introduced (Alyssa, 2008). It particularly focuses on how the 

MCs phenomenon has shifted from the ‘inside-out’ position centered on the idea of 

controlling the consistency of outbound brand messages and brand identity by a company 

towards the ‘outside-in’ perspective- the process of mutual co-construction of marketing 

communications with customers.  The discussion then moves to the recent empirical studies 

on MCs in the context of SMEs. Having reviewed the key research in the area, this Chapter 

arrives at the conclusion that there is a lack of studies on how SMEs implement and practice 

marketing communications from the ‘outside-in’ perspective and what actually constitutes 

customer-centric communications in the context of small businesses. Most of the extant 

literature reviewed (Alshawi, 2011; Cappuccio, 2012; Harrigan, 2011) the aspect of 

customer-centricity mainly in the light of CRM technology adaptation, neglecting to explore 

new practices, which could represent and theorise MCs from the new standpoint as well as 

to provide more information on how MCs dynamics are impacted by external and contextual 

factors. The chapter goes into detail about the selected context of this research –small 

Russian ‘organic’ businesses and local online customer communities. 

 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodological research procedure and design of this research 

followed by the detailed view of ‘second generation’ Grounded Theory methodology with the 

social constructivist dimension. The Chapter identifies and covers the key principles of the 

selected methodology.  It also addresses its philosophical underpinnings, which distinguish it 

from ‘Glaserian’ method and the ‘Strauss and Corbin ‘ version and constituents of Grounded 

Theory: Charmaz’ (2006) ‘Constructivist Grounded Theory’.  This Chapter outlines the main 

methodological research steps in adherence to the conventions of Constructivist Grounded 

Theory methodology from the initial stage of data collection till the point of raising the 

substantive theory.  
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Chapter 4 delineates the process of handling the first set of data, which deals with online 

forums and ‘organic’ skincare discussions.  This chapter is split into a number of sections, 

which chart the process of collecting and analyzing grounded theory data going through the 

various stages of data analysis and coding.  It begins with a description of line-by-line open 

coding, followed by the more abstract and interpretive stages of the research such as 

focused and theoretical coding. Towards the end of the Chapter, the research identifies the 

relationships between the codes and categorizes them into a hierarchical order of 

conceptual categories, categories and properties. That forms the basis of theoretical coding 

and the subsequent discussion in the light of symbolic interactionism focused on the 

interconnectedness between how a customer interprets the notion of ‘organic’ in skincare 

and how one enacts ‘organic’ customer identity and how s/he practices ‘organic’ 

consumption. The Chapter concludes with the four conceptual categories of ‘organic’ 

meaning making –acting: policing, constructing, preserving and de-valuing. They inform the 

analysis of the second set of data discussed in Chapter 5. 

 

Chapter 5 outlines the process of collecting and analyzing the second set of data-the 

interviews with the owner-managers of the selected companies with the aim to provide 

insight into IMCs and its practices. The chapter follows the same set of data analysis 

consistent with the principles of the social constructivist GT, which initiates with the stage of 

micro line-by-line coding and moves towards more abstract and interpretive focused and 

theoretical coding.  Likewise in Chapter 4, the research categorizes the data into a 

hierarchical order of conceptual categories, categories and properties.  In the light of 

symbolic interactionism, it presents three main categories, which reflect the IMCs practices 

in the small ‘organic’ skincare businesses in Russia: enacting a core brand identity through a 

customers’ self, interacting with a customer and capturing customer feedback. The Chapter 

also introduces the core category- becoming aware of the restricted business self. This is a 

higher order category considered for theoretical sampling, which would also represent the 
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emerging theory. The Chapter further proceeds with theoretical sampling to saturate the 

provisionally constructed conceptual categories and to provide more insight into the core 

category of the business ‘self’. Finally the chapter concludes with the substantive theory on 

the impact of the business ‘self’ on MCs implementation. The theory brings attention to and 

differentiates between the ‘restricted’ and ‘desired’ business ‘self’. While in the former case, 

the company leans more towards the ‘inside-out’ MCs activities grounded in the idea of 

integrated brand identity across marketing channels and a lack of customer insight; the latter 

case demonstrates the company’s shift towards the ‘outside-in’ practices based on 

customer-informed communications, the use of customer relationship management systems 

and primary market research.  

 

Chapter 6 discusses the methodological and conceptual contributions of the thesis to the 

field of small businesses and marketing communications (MCs). The Chapter initiates with 

the conceptual categories, which formed part of theoretical abstraction and substantive 

theory with reference to branding, the ‘inside-out’ and ‘outside-in’ MCs perspectives in the 

context of SMEs. The Chapter also highlights the implications of the ‘self-concept’ to SMEs 

by demonstrating how the business owner’s identity and perception of the business impacts 

MCs practices. In the case of the ‘restricted business self’ the company is more brand –

centric rather than customer-centric, demonstrating more of the ‘inside-out’ MCs practices 

such as the lack of use of CRM, primary market research and as a result scarce ability to 

target customers individually and process their feedback efficiently. At the same time the 

company demonstrates a strong emphasis on maintaining a conceptually coherent brand 

identity on the market. The Chapter then moves to comparing the current marketing 

communications practices with the hypothetical desirable ones, which the company would 

intend to implement in the case of a favorable market position and financial security.   The 

latter case of the ‘desired business self’ demonstrates a shift towards ‘outside-in’ MCs 

perspective, where the company in contrast to the former highlights the need for providing 

insight into a customer world and implementing CRM platforms to nourish and sustain 
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customer-informed communications. Along with this, the company puts less emphasis on 

achieving a conceptually coherent brand identity.   

 

Having discussed the company’s marketing communications practices in the light of IMCs 

literature, the Chapter then draws attention towards the concept of the business ‘self’ and its 

impact on shaping marketing communications practices.  For this it refers to the premises of 

symbolic interactionism grounded in the idea of comparing oneself in relations to ‘others’ in 

the society, which accompanies the process of construction of the selfhood.  The Chapter 

demonstrates that the concept of ‘self’ is also relevant to business practices, illustrating the 

example of how the smaller scale company evaluates its internal capacity, resources and 

market position in relations to international and larger scope of businesses.  

 

The Chapter concludes with the methodological contribution of the thesis bringing the 

emphasis on its explorative and inductive inquiry as well as innovative data-driven GT 

methodology. In comparison to the previous research in the area focused on theory-testing, 

it offers a substantive theory on MCs and its practices in the novel context of small ‘organic’ 

skincare businesses in Russia.   

 

Chapter 7 is a concluding Chapter, which summarises the thesis and its key points. It 

particularly focuses on the methodological and conceptual contributions and touch upon the 

limitations of the current research as well as suggestions for further research studies in the 

area.  Considering that the research has taken place within a narrow context of the small 

‘organic’ skincare business in Russia, it is therefore suggested to explore MCs with a help of 

inductive and explorative methodology in a wider context of different markets, industries and 

businesses. It would help to analyze whether and how these practices vary across socio 

cultural and historical settings.  The Chapter highlights that it is also crucial to provide more 

insights into the impact of the business ‘self’ on marketing communications practices and as 



 6 

well as to find out more about its contingency to different factors that shape a particular type 

of a business ‘self’.   

 

The main objective of this research is to introduce a substantive theory on Marketing 

communications (MCs) in the novel context of organic skincare in the Russian market by 

providing insights into whether and how MCs are practiced and what factors impacts on MCs 

dynamics. This research explores the dynamics of MCs of the local small businesses with 

their customers in order to find out whether and how the former practice the core premises 

of the customer and brand integration, which represent the ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ 

perspectives on MCs. To achieve this objective, the research first provides insights into the 

local customers’ perceptions of organic skincare brands by analyzing their online comments 

and posts on organic skincare products and brands. Second, the research proceeds with the 

interviews with the companies that aim to find out whether the businesses integrate the 

identified customers’ perceptions in MCs with the aim to achieve personalized and more 

customer-informed communications. The interview process is then followed by more data-

driven and emerging questions to explore processes and activities that SMEs undertake to 

connect and engage with the audience and to communicate brand values. This explorative 

and research-driven methodological design not only enables to explore the processes of 

MCs dynamics between customers and local small companies and thus to analyse the 

extent to which the latter follow the core of ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ marketing depicted in 

the theoretical literature; but also to draw a fuller picture of investigate phenomenon by 

providing unique insights into the factors that impact on and shape MCs in the defined 

context.   

 

Theoretically, MCs have shifted from being an outbound and linear communications towards 

a more market- and customer-oriented approach (Kliatchko, 2008). That shift is partially 

associated with overall changes in marketing communications caused by the emergence 

and widespread use of the Internet and social media (Cova, 1999). As a result of those 
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changes, customers started taking a more active role in sharing brand opinions and 

experiences in an online context. That virtual interactive engagement with like-minded 

individuals also empowered them to construct diverse brand interpretations and meanings in 

that new online context (Cova, 1996). Hence, there has been a recent call to understand 

what brand interpretations/perceptions are co-constructed on the market; whether and how 

companies engage with customers and finally what constitutes customer-centric or ‘outside-

in’ marketing. However, despite an increasing interest in the foregoing issues (Gabrielli, 

2010; Taiminen, 2015;Thrassou, 2008), there is still scarce empirical and theoretical 

research on the dynamics and flow of MCs in general and specifically in the context of SMEs 

(Reijonen, 2010).  Most studies have investigated MCs for larger scale businesses 

significantly under researching smaller counterparts and providing insights into how they 

shape communications with customers, what constitutes marketing communications and 

what factors (market, culture, industry e.g.) impact on these marketing practices.  

 

This is despite a general consensus among researchers that marketing in small enterprises 

is distinct from that in large firms (Fillis, 2002; Gilmore, 2001; Hill, 2001) SMEs marketing 

has been characterised as chaotic, unstructured, improvised, less formal and evolving which 

implies that the dynamics in MCs among small businesses is most likely to be quite unique 

and peculiar in comparison with larger-scale businesses (Gilmore, 2001). 

 

The other limitation of the previous research is that the majority of contemporary empirical 

research in the area of SMEs is limited to exploring customer-centric communications in the 

light of electronic customer data acquisition and management enabled by a new software 

system known as customer relationship management-CRM (Ahani, 2017;Cappuccio, 

2012;Harrigan, 2011). Such a significant attention to CRM in the literature has been caused 

by its unique ability to collect customer information, store and analyse personal and 

transaction data for individual and customer-focused marketing (Chen, 2018). However, 

despite that there is plenty of literature on how SMEs utilise technology to improve their 
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marketing and customer relationship management, there is still a call for exploring the 

processes and marketing dynamics that shape, evolve and form customer-informed 

marketing communications. To achieve this objective it is important to provide insights into 

SMEs best practices of company-customer communications and value co-creation, 

investigate real-life examples as well as management processes altogether from a holistic 

stance (Merz, 2018).  

 

In response to the identified gaps in the literature on MCs, this study adopts the explorative 

and data-driven grounded theory method guided by the research questions, which the extant 

literature has not paid enough attention to: 

 

 What marketing communications practices do SMEs undertake? 

 Do these practices mainly represent ‘outside-in’ or ‘inside-out’ perspectives on MCs? 

 What factors impact on the implementation of MCs practices by SMEs? 

 

Along with the initial research-driven questions, subsequent data-driven questions might 

emerge and develop during the course of data collection and data analysis, which is 

consistent with the explorative nature of GT (grounded theory) methodology. 

 

Table 1 demonstrates the whole procedure from the initial literature review to the final stage 

of this research – the construction of a substantive theory. The stages are colour coded for 

the purpose of visual demonstration. The recurring processes (green colour coded) are 

continuously repeated throughout the whole research work. These processes include 

simultaneous data collection and analysis such as memo writing, reflexivity, constant 

comparative analysis of codes and saturation after every set of data collection.  

 

The initial stages of this research (blue colour coded) are associated with identifying the 

main perspective and position of this work. The research aims to identify gaps in the IMCs 
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literature and formulate initial research questions. The research then moves to the 

methodological research design (dark purple coded), purposive sampling of the first set of 

data on organic skincare communities, collection and data analysis (orange colour coded). 

Having constructed the main categories of organic skincare perceptions, the work will further 

proceed with the second set of data collection and analysis (purple colour coded). That 

stage will start by developing an interview guide for interviewing IMCs practitioners in local 

organic skincare companies followed by interviews with them and further data analysis. 

Having completed the data collection and coding in both sets of data, the research will 

consult the literature in the field of related constructed core categories in an attempt to raise 

a substantive theory (red colour coded). Though this research design demonstrates the 

whole research work, this particular draft will only cover the first eight research stages, which 

completes the first set of data analysis and the first preliminary categories. 

Table 1: Research Outline 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

 
The literature review encompasses two main sections related to the theoretical literature on 

MCs evolvement, and empirical literature on MCs in SMEs (2000–2017). Each of the 

sections is systematically reviewed on the basis of the following criteria: key terms used 

such as ‘MCs’ and ‘evolution/evolvement, full-text availability in the library collection, source 

types of academic journals and the date of publication (1980–2017). This chapter analyses 

the evolution of MCs discipline from the very initial stage of its emergence as a discipline in 

the 1980-ies in the form of mass marketing charectarised by Fordism mass market and 

company-controlled advertising towards more recent marketing practices (2000-2017), 

which nowadays represent contemporary digital practices centered on targeted marketing 

and the use of CRM and internet technologies (Alyssa, 2008). 

 

The theoretical MCs literature review will analyse a conceptual evolution of MCs and a shift 

in marketing communication from being a company’s communication instrument towards a 

more customer-integrated and market-oriented approach. As mentioned before, that shift 

has been caused by the widespread use of the Internet and social media, which has created 

new ‘customer engagement platforms’ for sharing any brand-related information. The 

marketing communication literature sees that shift as a transition from an ‘outside-in’ 

communication managed by companies towards co-creation and co-construction of brand 

meanings with customers.  

 

The empirical literature review section will look into contemporary studies on MCs in the 

context of SMEs (2000 to 2017) in order to analyse whether and how the theme has been 

discussed and investigated in the defined context and how this research can help to fill in the 

gap and contribute to the domain of MCs and SMEs.  
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2.1 Theoretical Evolution of MCs 

 
The 1980s and 1990s have demonstrated a shift from a well-established Fordism marketing 

system, centred on mass marketing, to a fundamentally different system of production and 

consumption, characterised by less rigid labour practice and activities (with geographical 

mobility), and a better reaction to continuously changing consumption practices (Tamilia, 

2019). To support that historical transition into a new socioeconomic system, Schultz (1993) 

introduced a new way of doing marketing and communicating products to customers 

conceptualised as ‘integrated marketing icommunications’ (IMCs).  IMCs was put forward as 

the integration of marketing communication tools such as advertising, sales promotion, direct 

marketing, personal selling etc. in order to communicate a stronger and more coherent 

brand identity to a customer. The underlying principle of IMCs was that ‘the whole was 

greater than its parts’ (Schultz, 1996 p.32). As Persuit et al. (2016) compare IMCs are 

similar to the gestalt theory, where the parts can stand alone as the fields of public relations, 

marketing and advertising but when assembled create something distinctive (p. 40). 

Advertising is reinforced by public relations, which in turn strengthens the effects of direct 

marketing and sales promotions. Consequently, a unified brand message is sent through 

integrated marketing channels aimed at creating strong and consistent brand associations 

(Tsai, 2005). Schultz and Patti (2009) highlight that the necessity of achieving a significant 

level of coherence in marketing communications was caused by the emergence of multiple 

competing brands on the marketplace and as a result the difficulties in consumer information 

processing of diverse brand stimuli. It was therefore suggested that a more consistent brand 

message in its content and execution across marketing channels would be easier perceived, 

processed and remembered by a consumer (Schultz, 1993).  
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The value of a consistent brand message in information processing is explained in the 

Cognitive Psychology discipline, which states that consumers understand marketing 

information first by biding together all different conceptual images and brand-related 

messages in their mind (structures) and second by developing the relations between these 

images/information and a set of attitudes and perceptions about the images (Olson, 1982). 

Hence, coherently communicated brand information facilitates the construction of consistent 

brand beliefs in consumers’ minds in comparison with poorly-related and chaotic brand 

messages (Schultz, 1993). From the Marketing perspective this suggests that IMCs strategy 

offers the benefits of a superior consumer processing power, which in its turn leads to more 

positive brand effects with increased buying intentions (McGrath, 2005).  

 

The concept of IMCs emerged in the early 90s and it initially focused on synchronising all 

elements of the promotional mix to ensure that messages ‘speak with one voice’ to 

customers exposed to them (Porcu et al., 2012, p.320). The organisation as a social entity 

aimed to bring its marketing divisions under a single managerial department, i.e. ‘biding’ 

them together to effectively coordinate, evaluate and monitor the communicated brand 

meanings. To benefit from ‘synergy’ effects marketing specialists started considering 

marketing strategies and media channels in a more holistic way when designing a 

communication campaign (Cornelissen, 2003). Consequently, a unified brand message sent 

through integrated marketing channels creates strong and consistent brand associations 

(Cornelissen, 2006). 

 

It was believed that companies had organizational control of consumer perceptions 

(Hackley, 1998) and the unified brand message sent by a company would be decoded in 

consistent brand interpretations (Gabrielli, 2010).  

 

The emergence of IMCs phenomenon in the early 90-ies could be looked at as the logical 

transition from Fordism mass market advertising towards targeted marketing (Alyssa, 2008). 
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It was initially premised on the belief that a company was able to control marketing 

communications channels and information delivered through those mediums to the market, 

which meant that businesses could predict and manage the process of customers’ 

information processing and their perceptions about a brand (Keller, 2016). Hence, such 

approach to MCs significantly undervalued the phenomenon of customer empowerment -the 

diversity of customers’ opinions, views and their individual experience actively shared with 

and co-constructed by customers on the market outside of a stream of marketing 

communications supplied by a company (Kitchen, 2017). 

 

However, in the age of digital marketing communications the idea of company-controlled 

communications ceased to be valid as brand meanings could not be supplied or managed 

by companies anymore, instead they were co-developed among consumers on the market 

through mutual co-involvement in the space of social media (Berthon, 2008). Consumers’ 

active engagement with each other online and sharing their brand experience and 

expectations encouraged companies to treat consumers as active agents and co-partners in 

construction of brand image, values and perceptions. These changes in marketing 

communications were caused by the World Wide Web and growing Internet popularity 

among customers (Cova, 1999). Customers nowadays receive information and marketplace 

knowledge from different sources of information and companies have no control of those 

processes (Schultz et al., 2017). This might explain to some extent why such diverse and 

often dissonant brand meanings arise in the marketplace despite coherent, straightforward 

and memorable brand communications supplied by companies.   

 

Consumers actively immerse themselves in a dialogue with companies and other consumers 

to co-create mutual brand understandings and interpretations (Cova, 1996). Therefore, that 

process of brand perception construction is social rather than internal and private (Hackley, 

1998). Therefore, meanings, from the social constructionist perspective, are created more at 

the level of networks rather than individuals (Bruner, 1990). In that argument, if meanings 
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are socially constituted, then communication itself is far more challenging than consumer 

behaviour towards the ‘response’ to a ‘targeted’ ‘message’. That highlights the importance of 

companies becoming familiar with the market they are operating in, and the customers they 

are dealing with, in an attempt to construct a shared sense of meaning in brand 

communications (Schramm, 1971), so that brands that communicate well will be able to 

convey words, phrases, symbols and ideas that reflect customers’ interpretations and 

perceptions (Schramm and Roberts, 1971).  

 

Hence, the notion of ‘a clear and consistent image, position, message and/or theme across 

all marketing communications disciplines or tools’ (Phelps, 1996, p. 162) has been replaced 

by more integrative thinking about the customers’ experience. From that perspective, the 

entire organisation needs to be governed in line with customers’ needs and wants 

(Cornelissen, 2006). For this organization as a whole should aim to achieve a high level of 

internal integration to respond to customers’ demands quickly and in a coherent fashion 

(Schultz, 1993).  

  

MCs have evolved into being more ‘audience-driven’ -a new term developed by Kliatchko 

(2008), that gives centrality to the multiple audiences and stakeholder groups including 

customers. Likewise, the conceptual focus of IMCs has shifted away from the initial ideas in 

company-controlled brand marketing towards the beliefs in consumer-centric approaches 

and business models (Schultz, 2009). Hence, the latter definition of IMCs highlights the 

strategic management of the total customer experience by aligning the entire organisation to 

manage customers’ brand experience (McGrath, 2005) rather than merely managing the 

marketing content across different marketing channels and customer touch points.   

 

These changes on the market bring the necessity for gathering more data about customers 

on the market in order for companies better understand customers’ needs and preferences 

and as a result to achieve more customer-informed marketing. The digital revolution enabled 
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businesses to process large sets of data in the form of customer databases that Customer 

Relationship Management (CRM) comprise of. CRM first of all enables to monitor customers 

to identify the most active ones that represent profitable segment(s) and second to anticipate 

purchase patterns to shape further marketing activities in line with overall marketing 

objectives (Shah, 2006).  Thus, nowadays a business can make a well-informed decision on 

how to segment, and target its customers so that resources are efficiently allocated, 

customer satisfaction is achieved and company performance is improved (Hennig-Thurau, 

2010). By employing consumer information from the database, personalized marketing can 

be successfully developed and executed for more profitable long-term customer 

relationships.   

 

Thus, nowadays the marketing system represents one enormous network, where marketers 

need to learn how networks emerge, develop, contract and change over time. In such a 

networked marketplace, the old-fashioned marketer-controlled ‘inside-out’ approach from the 

late 80s and early 90s is bound to fail. Companies cannot treat customers as passive 

receivers of information and continue sending out messages, offers, etc., encouraging a 

one-way communication. They need to be able to engage with customers and respond 

appropriately to the consumer-generated content on the market that a company neither 

communicates itself, nor it necessarily positively represents a brand. In that sense, the 

company takes the position of an ‘external listener’ instead of an ‘external talker’. Taking that 

position is not an easy task for most selling-oriented organisations (Schultz et al., 2017). 

MCs strategies are composed of inward, linear, stimulus-response approaches. However, in 

the marketplace of the twenty first century, in the era of World Wide Web, information about 

products and brands emerges in the marketplace.  

 

MCs enter the area of the business of meanings, where the consumer is a partner in the 

creation of meaning (Hackley and Kitchen, 1998). The main difference between the area of 

World Wide Web and the traditional media times (newspapers, magazines, television, radio, 
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etc.) is the active consumer engagement: rising consumer participation, readiness for 

sharing one’s experience, immersion (following, reviewing and voting). That implies that 

brands are created through ongoing consumer engagement (Holtz, 2012), where they often 

construct brand meanings and brand perceptions different from the outward identity 

projected by a company (Fischer and Otnes, 2006).  ‘They take in, assemble and activate 

the knowledge they need, when they need it, in the form they need it. Integration will be a 

key skill for marketers going forward, but not integration of what they do, it must be 

integration of what their customers [...] and all the others in the marketing network do [...] It is 

this form of integration that will be important in the future [...]’ (Schultz et al., 2017, p. 478). 

Hence, a company needs to be aware of a customer- generated content on the market 

before formulating targeted communication strategies.  

 

Fischer and Otnes (2006) stress that ‘[if] we acknowledge that a brand is constructed by 

many different actors, it is necessary to design studies on the cultures of the brand 

accordingly […] it is surprising how researchers that for instance have studied a company’s 

brand-building activities often enter into a discussion of what the brand means to consumers 

when in fact no research on consumers was undertaken’ (p. 91). 

 

This section has discussed the conceptual evolution of MCs from being inward-looking, 

company-controlled towards being more customer-centric and personalised. The next 

section will look into the area of SMEs to analyse the extent to which MCs have been 

investigated in the context of smaller counterparts in order to find out what the notion of 

customer-centric MCs constitute to business/owners how they practice it and to what extent 

they are able to address and embrace the diversity of market perspectives in MCs. To 

provide insight into these questions this research will first refer to recent theoretical and 

empirical studies on MCs and SMEs from 2000 to 2017.   
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2.2 Empirical Literature on Marketing Communications in SMEs (2000–2017) 

 

This research will investigate IMCs in small organic skincare businesses, as the 

predominant amount of papers in the area of marketing communications selects larger -

scale, often multinational organizations. Little empirical research has investigated small 

companies with less than 250 employees and less recognized brands on the market (Low, 

2000; Shyan). Although Einwiller (2012) state that marketing models and underlying theories 

of marketing communications are equally applicable across companies of different sizes and 

therefore would work for small businesses in the same way as for large corporations; 

Gabrielli and Balboni (2010) conversely highlight that applicability of marketing principles 

would differ from business to business. Gabrielli and Balboni (2010) stress out that it is still 

under researched whether marketing theories, models, concepts and frameworks work, for 

SMEs with less market share, budget, resources and brand recognition that larger 

corporations. 

 

The vast majority of researchers are in agreement that marketing practices among small 

enterprises differ from their larger counterparts (Fillis, 2002; Gilmore, 2001; Hill, 2001). This 

is because small businesses possess their own unique characteristics and are generally 

defined as more spontaneous, mobile, reactive and and less hierarchical entities (Gilmore et 

al., 2001). Stokes (2000) adds to this that in SMEs, marketing tends to have short-term 

flavour, whereas scarce attention is devoted to planning and building long-term objectives. 

This is in contrast to marketing in multinational corporations typically characterised as more 

structured and organised organisations targeting to fulfil long-term plans. Hence, advanced 

theories and complex practices employed by large enterprises are hardly applicable to 

SMEs (Reijonen, 2010). 
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Thus, there is little understanding of and insights into how smaller scale counterparts 

practise marketing in general and specifically the notion of customer centricity: customer 

value co-creation, customer-centricity and customer relationship management, which 

constitute the core of contemporary conceptual marketing communications literature. For 

instance, the principle of segmentation in the context of SMEs has not been very extensively 

researched. The results of previous research demonstrate some controversy on how SMEs 

identify and target their customers. Likewise the research by Reijonen (2010) shows that 

segmentation has only been evidenced in a small number of examined SMEs and it is 

mainly done on the basis of pricing strategy. In the predominant cases, the businesses aim 

to “please everyone”. Other researchers state that in general small companies especially 

those that operate internationally practice differentiated market segmentation (Merrilees, 

1999). However, the research does not provide further information on what grounds SMEs 

identify and differentiate their targeted audience.   As a result, there is scarce understanding 

of whether and to what extent small businesses are customer-concerned and able to 

develop customer-informed marketing practices. 

 

Considering a lack of research and controversy on some of the key aspects of customer-

driven marketing it is challenging to further more complex customer -centric marketing 

practices of SMEs such as customer engagement, one-to-one marketing, relationship 

management etch.   

 

Also, the vast majority of studies in the field (Achuama, 2010; Alshawi, 2011;Cappuccio, 

2012; Harrigan, 2012) have been limited to exploring customer-centric communications in 

the light of electronic customer data acquisition and management enabled by a new 

software system known as customer relationship management-CRM.  Such a significant 

attention to CRM in the literature has been caused by quite an advanced software ability to 

extract customer data, analyse and store individual and transactional data in order to select 
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and approach individual and most profitable customers instead of blindly targeting larger 

segments. Hence, when CRM appeared on the market, it offered to substantially enhance 

the adaption of relationship marketing principles (Ryals, 2001). Therefore, to enable a 

customer-informed relationship marketing companies have been extensively allocating 

financial resources in advanced customer database systems and softwrae (Swift, 2008).  

Ramdani (2009) stated that to stay competitive in industry and perform effectively, popularity 

of software systems has also increased among SMEs, which in the past used to be 

exclusively adopted by large corporations.  

 

There is plenty of research devoted to how SMEs adapt and manage CRM as a customer-

informed business approach to fullfill and predict customers’ needs (Reicher, 2015); improve 

customers’ feedback through products and services customization (Zeynep Ata, 2012). Swift 

(2008) state that SMEs take CRM as effective software to implement customer informed 

loyalty strategies. Likewise Amalnick (2017) point out that recent changes on the market and 

continuously shifting consumer needs stimulate small enterprises to purchase CRM systems 

for a more personalized marketing.   

 

Although the literature on Marketing Communications postions CRM central to customer-

relationship management and highlights successful cases of CRM implementation by SMEs, 

the vast amount of papers in the field of Organizational studies, Project Management and 

Innovation literature highlights the barriers and often failures that small businesses face 

when implementing the technology. For instance Ahani, 2017; Harrigan, 2012; Maguire, 

2007 explored the bureaucratic, technological and data quality constraints affecting CRM 

utilisation. The results indicate that organisational structure and management’s attitude 

towards technology substantially impact on its adoption.  Likewise, Gilmore et al., (2001) 

confirmed in their research that organizational characteristics such as information 

technology (IT) infrastructure and the managers’ willingness to adopt new technology affect 

the possibility for CRM implementation.  Limited research has examined the connection 
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between ICT knowledge and CRM implementation; Shiels (2003) for example asserts that 

competence and expertise ICT capability significantly influencing the implementation of 

CRM. For instance, Wainwright (2005) adds that SMEs often lack ICT skills, knowledge, and 

expertise as the core fundamentals in determining the success of CRM adoption. Hashim 

(2007) also supports the statement by highlighting that ICT experience at the management 

level impacts on a company’s responsiveness to CRM adoption.  

 

Thus the scale of organisations strongly influences the success of CRM adoption (Lin, 

2006). A number of studies report that the utilisation of CRM technology by small businesses 

is significantly less than desirable (Pavic, 2007) as a result of foregoing barriers: limited 

operational competence among employees, scarce management support and shortage of 

financial resources. Several authors (Arendt, 2008; Harrigan, 2011; Kannabiran, 2012; 

Ramaseshan, 2008) have also emphasised a lack of financial resources as the main barrier 

for successful technologies utilisation among small businesses.  

 

The financial resources of small businesses are low and their ability to run and sustain 

complex technology tend to be weak (Zheng, 2011), besides SMEs are not usually quite 

competent in terms of managing human capital, technical and technological resources 

(Rezaeian, 2016), showcasing scarce administrative abilities.  Having identified the 

difficulties and constraints in adopting CRM technology; it is still premature to evidence that 

SMEs do not implement or at least attempt to practice customer-centric communications.   

 

Although it is hard to argue that CRM can significantly facilitate the development and 

maintenance of customer centric communications, there is a lack of insights into the 

processes forming and surrounding company-customer interaction, impacting on a 

continuous and active company-customer dialogue. In many cases is not restricted or 

constrained by CRM implementation. Customer-centric communications is represented in 
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the form of offline customer service, social media communications, website interactivity etch. 

(Wagner, 2014).  

 

Some authors (Bell, 2010; Merz, 2018) have recognised the importance to further the 

existing understanding and conceptualisation of customer-centric communications among 

SMEs, by investigating available co-creation tools, marketing practices, business-informed 

cases as well as managerial processes; tactics and interactions that SMEs use in building 

company-customer communications (Payne, 2009) state that that it is worthwhile to provide 

more insights into the so-called ‘touch points’ –how a small business sets up and maintains 

communications with customers through various ‘contacts’ (online discussion groups, brand 

communities, direct mailing, threads) to facilitate value co-creation:  (Allen, 2009;Hatch, 

2010; Nambisan, 2009). The process of company-customer value co-creation is nowadays 

particularly enhanced by the power of Internet options. The Internet allows companies to co-

construct communications with their audience by effectively using online space (Nambisan, 

2009), online forums (Helm, 2010) and online social communities (Hatch and Schultz, 2010). 

A great number of SMEs have already initiated value co-created communications practices 

by effectively employing consumer-generated platforms such as Youtube, Twitter, 

Facebook, Instagram (Prahalad, 2004). However it should also be highlighted that the 

emphasis of the extant studies have been placed on well-known brands and large 

companies and hardly any research has been done in the area of small businesses and how 

they should reap the benefits of co-engagement in marketing communications practices 

(Bell, 2010). Hence, all possibilities of co- engagement for smaller scale companies have not 

been fully explored.  

 

Driven by this rationale, this research aims to find out how SMEs on the Russian market 

operating in organic skincare industry utilise their resources to facilitate value co-creation 

processes in their communications with customers. To overcome the gaps in the extant 

literature, which has mainly discussed customer centric communications in the light of ICT 
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technologies and thus neglected to explore a wider range of customer centric marketing 

communications practices that go beyond utilization of technology, this research will explore 

‘contacts’, ‘touch points’ and interactions between the company and its customers that could 

potentially represent customer-centric communications. This in its turn will help to find out 

whether SMEs line more towards practicing marketing communications from the ‘inside-out’ 

–company’s standpoint or the ‘outside-in’ stance focusing on customers’ needs, experience 

and feedback.  Second, the research will conceptualise the findings and develop the theory 

on MCs practices of SMEs in the defined context paying attention to how the social 

environment, resources and other resources impact on and shape the dynamics of MCs of 

small businesses.   

 

This in its turn could help to provide better insights into how the process of co-creation 

between a company and its customers is taking place and to what extent SMEs practise 

customer-centric ‘outside-in’ communications in a broader sense.   

 

Considering the gaps in previous works, this research will do purposive sampling of locally 

registered organic skincare SMEs, who are in the process of establishing brand on the 

market. The participants should be willing participate in research and have competence in 

MCs field. For that reason, the research will initially send MCs questionnaires to cover the 

main areas to find out whether these companies will be suitable for research.   
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2.3.Online communities 

 
Most of the previous empirical studies discussed in the sections above have attempted to 

measure the impact of IMCs on how customers individually process more integrated brand 

messages or alternatively how they perceive different brand aspects: brand satisfaction, 

brand recall and brand equity. However, one of the restrictions of those studies is that most 

of them consider IMCs to be just a ‘marketing campaign’ or a tool. They neglect to 

acknowledge their conceptual controversy and to explore what they actually represent and 

how they work. Second, the extent to which fragmentally measuring different brand aspects 

such as brand loyalty is questionable; awareness or recall can actually fully capture IMCs as 

a concept from customers’ perspective. Third, measuring randomly the influence of IMCs on 

individual customers does not necessarily mean fully embracing the ‘outside-in’ market-

oriented perspective. In any case, it is quite challenging to identify a specific sample of 

customers that represent the market. Therefore, this research will consider online 

communities based around thematic organic discussions rather than individual participants. 

Observing local online communities might not only help with gaining access to a large 

amount of customers on the market, but also enable the process of how market perceptions 

and interpretations are socially constructed among customers to be captured. This 

approach, in turn, will provide insight into the process of MCs communication itself, unfolding 

the process of organic skincare meaning creation on the market. It is quite a paradox that 

IMCs have not been researched in relations to online communities, despite it being 

acknowledged how powerful online communities might become in shaping the whole market 

perspective. 

 

Social media platforms give members the power to construct and shape their own 

discussion content, to share their experiences, and to check information on interested 

products and brands online that as a result will most likely affect their purchase intention 

(Wang, 2009). Hence, social media creates the space and context for interactions, which 
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leads to diverse brand discussions and the emergence of communities built around those 

discourses (McAlexander, 2002).  Over time, the continuous exchange of opinions among 

users leads to interpersonal ties between members and mutually shared brand perceptions, 

which significantly impacts on other consumers checking for product reviews and product 

related information online (Mcalexander et al., 2002). 

 

2.4 Organic brand labeling 

 

Labels are defined as social acts of giving a name or assigning a label to something or 

someone in order to fulfil certain social functions, such as expressing or negotiating identity 

or affiliation with a specific community (Jayyusi, 1984 cited in Dinhopl et al., 2015). In other 

words, labels to some extent are ‘common sense units for referring to people’ that work as 

member identification within a given group or community (Wowk, 1984, p. 76 cited in Dinhopl 

et al., 2015). However, little research has investigated the complex nature of brands and the 

perception of brand labelling. Studying the perceptions of labels in the market is also 

overcomplicated by that fact that labels are only contextually embedded and meaningful in 

their situational context (Potter, 2003 cited in Dinhopl, 2015). The brand labelling research 

field is very much underdeveloped. A few papers have explored the impact of labels on 

brand interpretations. There are even fewer studies specifically in the area of organic 

branding. Bauer (2013) investigated the role of ‘organic’ labels in shaping customers’ brand 

perceptions. A strong interaction between branding and labelling in the case of organic 

products has been highlighted. Their findings also show that organic labels from the 

customers’ point of view add value to the brand. However, owners of well-established 

brands should be cautious about adding an organic label to their products, as in some cases 

the organic logo might outperform the brand itself. To fill in the discussed research gaps, this 

research will aim to provide insight into customers’ perceptions of organic brands in the 

skincare industry. 
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In the skincare industry itself there is little functional difference between competing products’ 

offerings. One of the organic skincare brand characteristics is having symbolic non-product-

related attributes: self-esteem, self-image, and a sense of belonging to a green community 

(Todd, 2005). In this case, reliance on physical attributes decreases and the main emphasis 

is placed on emphasising these emotional brand dimensions communicated through 

marketing channels (Todd, 2005). For example, Todd (2005) highlights the importance of 

connecting brand identity with customers’ self-identity. He further states that the values of 

‘organic’ and ‘green’ customers are ethically oriented. Todd (2005) argues that ‘self-identity 

as a green consumer often involves a particular ethical orientation, as also is likely to be the 

case with blood donation… facets of people’s self-identities which invoke some moral 

imperative or consideration […]’ (Todd, 2005, p.92). From that perspective, the self-identity 

of ‘organic’ skincare consumers might have a considerable impact on their brand image 

perception in contrast to non-organic conventional beauty consumers. Creating a brand 

identity that mirrors customers’ self-perception with these complexities might be less 

transparent and more challenging than in the case of more conventional beauty products.  

 

According to Euromonitor (2014), the popularity of natural cosmetics shows that despite 

recession, organic cosmetics demonstrate sustainable growth and will keep rising in the 

years to come. Over the last few years, new local organic certified cosmetics have emerged 

on the market. Female consumers prefer skincare brands with a high content of natural 

ingredients. It is widely believed in Russia that skincare brands with natural and herbal 

ingredients help to stimulate biological resources to slow down aging. Russian consumers 

are also becoming more informed about skincare ingredients and pay more attention to the 

formula than packaging (Euromonitor, 2014). The following market trends have emerged 

recently: preferences for ‘niche’ products, loyalty to premium products and interest in 

scientific developments and innovations. In 2013, there was also a change in the product 

range policy, moving away from a smaller share of conventional products towards a larger 
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share of more expensive cosmetics. Retailers tend to set up a small ‘boutique’ 

independently from chain stores (Euromonitor, 2014). 

 

New green skincare brands certified by European standards and labeled ‘organic’ are 

emerging on the market. That is a big trend considering that only a few years ago the 

Russian market was exclusively dominated by international cosmetic brands. Before, most 

organic skincare products were distributed via the Internet, and such an underdeveloped 

retail infrastructure did not stimulate ‘green’ cosmetic sales; however, since 2013 a number 

of pharmacies and specialised organic shops have started emerging (Premium Beauty 

News, 2013). In general, organic is a new, quickly developing trend among cosmetic 

companies on the Russian market. It is worth exploring the way skincare companies use that 

trend in their brand identity concept and also seeing how consumers perceive these 

companies.  The choice of the organic skincare industry is based on the reason that the 

notion of ‘organic’ itself represents a new postmodern philosophy of reunion with nature and 

being ‘back to one’s roots as well as moving away from the mass and machine 

production/industrialisation that is typical of modernism. ‘Being organic’ in the skincare 

industry is being formulated without chemicals and human transformation. However, 

considering that organic is an intangible product attribute, it also tends to evoke various 

customers’ associations and interpretations.  For instance, “organic cosmetics” means 

selective certified natural ingredients often produced in small quantity and sometimes 

handmade, as opposed to cosmetics that are mass-produced, machine-made and made 

from chemical additives (Vatter, 2001). Organic skincare is emerging into a new stream in 

the cosmetic industry, imposing different meanings and interpretations: high quality, vegan, 

ethical, trendy and health-conscious. Hence, it is important to provide insights into how 

companies operating in ‘organic’ (skincare) industry communicate the notion of ‘organic’ and 

its intangible attributes to appeal to the targeted audience, how ‘organic’ label impacts brand 

image on the market and whether companies are able to integrate various customers’ 

customers’ brand perception in their marketing communications.  Considering the challenges 
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related to the communicative aspects of intangible attributes and scarce research in the 

field, organic (skincare) industry could be considered a salient context for exploring IMCs 

and its implementation practices.    
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1 Methodological research design 

 

The main objective of this research is a) to provide insights into the dynamics of MCs 

practices of small businesses b) to develop an understanding of what constitutes MCs in the 

defined context of organic SMEs on the Russia market and c) to theorise contextual factors 

that impact on shaping MCs of smaller counterparts. The research is comprised of two sets 

of data: the first one is non-participant online observations of Russian ‘organic’ communities 

and the second set of data is the interviews with managers and/or marketing specialists in 

charge of marketing communications. In order to achieve objective c) and to provide insight 

into the companies’ ability to co-create customer-centric marketing communications (Figure 

3), the research began by exploring the customers’ perspective – online communities 

centered on thematic discourses on ‘organic’ skincare brands. Having constructed the 

preliminary categories, the research then proceeded with the second set of data collection – 

the interviews with the marketing practitioners of the sampled companies. The second set of 

data was informed by preliminary categories for ‘organic’ skincare meanings from the first 

set of data. Figure 3 further elaborates on the methodological research design. As GT is an 

iteractive rather than a linear process, the data collection and data analysis are 

simultaneous, therefore the arrows that link the first and second sets of data in Figure 2 are 

double-sided. The first set of data (1) represents the threads extracted from ‘organic’ online 

communities. The preliminary categories constructed from the first set of data informed the 

subsequent interview guide with the managers – the second set of data collection (2) along 

with the provisional research-informed interview questions and the emerging data-driven 

interview guide. The third stage of the methodological research design (3) comprised 

identifying the main conceptual categories followed by the theoretical sampling (4), which 

aimed to saturate the conceptual categories in order to finalise the substantive theory. 
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Finally, the last stage (5) validated the constructed findings through sharing and discussing 

them with the participants. Thus, the methodological research design was constructed in 

accordance with the GT principles. The next section will go into detail on the peculiarities of 

GT methodology and its implications for the research.  

 

 

Figure 1: Methodological Research Design 

To summarise, the aims of the research design are threefold. It will first provide insight into 

how online organic skincare communities co-construct different meanings of organic 

skincare in forum discussions. Second, the research aims to shed light on whether, and to 

what extent, organic skincare companies consider the richness of those interpretations on 

the market in developing marketing communications. Just through interview questions with 

MCs practitioners from local organic skincare companies exploring what (if any) organic 

interpretations companies integrate in marketing communications. The interview questions 

have been formulated around the main categories constructed from online observations. 

Finally, this research also aims to construct a substantive theory on the concept of MCs in 

the novel context of organic skincare brands on the Russian market. By analysing the 
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contingent relations between how brand meanings are co-constructed by customers on the 

local market and what brand meanings companies integrate in the content of marketing 

communications will help to provide insight into why MCs are implemented and shaped in a 

particular way in the defined sociocultural context. According to the social constructionist 

grounded theory, establishing the relations between ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions helps to 

answer ‘why’ questions from an interpretive stance as well as enable the level of 

conceptualisation of these data to be raised.  

 

3.1.1 Methodological choices 

 
This research is based on the grounded theory approach with the social constructivist roots 

supported by compatible with the methodology research methods-netnography and intensive 

interviewing (Mills, 2006). These methods are particularly compatible for pursuing critical 

qualitative of this study: providing unique insights into SMEs, discovering what constitutes 

MCs practices to smaller counterparts, conceptualising how SMEs practice customer-centric 

communications and what factors (including contextual ones) impact on these practices.  In 

order to achieve the set up heuristic and explorative objectives, this research adapts a data-

driven GT method instead of traditional theory-guided methods; the former is premised on 

asking emerging critical questions throughout inquiry. For that reason investigatory methods 

such as netnography and semi-structured interviews, which are based on open-ended, 

flexible and heuristic approaches to data collection and analysis, have been selected. These 

methods are in line with the core principle of social constructivist GT methodology-relativist 

epistemology (Charmaz, 2007) further discussed in section below.  

 

Social constructivist GT appraises developing data-driven concepts and contextualised 

theories over applying and testing theories from the literature. The emerging data patterns 

are constructed by means of interpreting and systematising recurring codes and categories 

in the data, analysing situations and actions representing the phenomenon in the defined 
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research context. Thus the core principles of social constructivist GT methodology and its 

design enable to raise a contextual theory on MCs practices in the defined research 

settings-SMEs, Russian market and organic skincare industry. The social GT method is a 

fundamentally distinctive from the objectivist GT, which conversely aims to build a 

contextless theory, whereas the research findings could be potentially generalised and 

applied beyond defined research settings. The latter echoes the core basis of positivism and 

carriers its pragmatist heritage.  Conversely, the social constructivist GT shifts the grounds 

of the method from positivism to a relativistic epistemology. That in its turn fundamentally 

changes research practice since the social constructivist GT encourages the process of data 

co-construction between a researcher and participants, whereas the classic GT conversely 

necessitates abstraction of a researcher from research findings to prevent ‘data 

contamination’ (Charmaz, 2007). This implies that in the case of the social constructivist GT 

a researcher engages with the participants; reflects and interprets the findings through the 

lens reflexivity practices and self-awareness of one’s impact on the data. Thus, the 

epistemological stances of the social constructivist version of GT questions and unpacks the 

extant generalisations, and contextless preconceptions earlier acknowledged in the literature 

including the Marketing domain mainly dominated by the objectivist paradigm (Charmaz, 

2008). This is also relevant to the area of MCs, which has mainly investigated practices of 

larger scale businesses by underscoring the peculiarities of smaller counterparts and as a 

result raising MCs frameworks, theories and models, which may hardly be applicable to 

smaller scale entities. Hence, this research aims to fill in the existing gap by providing more 

insights into the area of SMEs paying attention to the context of the market and industry the 

small businesses are operating in. In order to unpack the MCs practices and the extent to 

which these practices are customer-centric, the research employs netnographic and 

intensive interviewing methods. Netnography is premised on an ethnographic research 

technique to studying and analysing consumption processes of customers’ lives online 

(Kozinets, 2006). In this research netnography enables to analyse the consumers’ 

perspectives on and experience with brands by investigating their posted comments about 
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products online. This information can be retrieved from a variety of online platforms and 

threads, which in its turn helps to construct a representative sample of customers’ feedback.  

For this reason netnography might be considered more effective in shedding the light on 

consumers’ perspectives than interviews with individual customers as the former allows to 

access a substantial amount of customer data.   

 

Whereas netnographic inquiry helps to gain new perspective on consumers’ ‘organic’ 

skincare brands, their perceptions and opinions; intensive interviewing with SMEs permits an 

in-depth exploration of MCs practices of small businesses in the defined context. The 

intensive interviewing guide has comprised of open-ended and data-driven questions 

centred on SMEs’ practices of MCs and customer-focused relationships. It initiates with a 

few broad, open-ended and non-judgemental questions about marketing followed by more 

focused emerging questions and detailed discussion about different forms, aspects and 

strategies as the interviewing process evolves and establishes a certain pattern.   

 

By creating open-ended, non-judgmental questions as the first stage, the intensive 

interviewing method helps to avoid unanticipated statements but encourage the emergence 

of data-driven questions (Charmaz, 2006). In this sense, the method differs from any other 

form of interviewing since in the former case the interview themes are framed by the 

participants’ responses. The interview questions get narrowed and better shaped as the 

research proceeds with conducting interviews. This approach is distinct from interviews, 

which have been pre-designed and set up and structured beforehand the interviewing takes 

place (Charmaz, 2012). Thus intensive-interviewing enables to analyse the interview 

dynamics first and return to participants with more focused queries as analysis proceeds.   
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3.1.2 Social constructionist grounded theory (GT) method  

 
Grounded theory was initially developed as a more structured and systematic way of 

collecting and interpreting qualitative data to raise substantive theory. The constructed 

theories would however be relevant to the settings in which they had been investigated. In 

other words, they would be informed by the findings that appeared in the course of data 

collection and analysis rather than pre-existing theoretical concepts, theories or frameworks 

from the literature. Hence, GT, as a method was developed with the aim to create a space 

for the development of data-driven, contextualised theories. Given its emphasis on new 

discoveries, GT is often applied to fields where there is scarce knowledge, or used to 

provide new insights into available knowledge about a certain topic, theory or concept.  

 

Three main schools present different versions of GT, known as the ‘classical’ (Glasserian) 

version, the Straussarian version, which is based on a more structured approach, and the 

Charmazian (2006) constructionist version (Appendix 1). The first two schools belong to the 

first generation of grounded theorists. One of the major critiques of their approach to GT is 

that they did not elaborate it from a methodological standpoint, instead just converting it into 

a set of various strategies and techniques. At the same time, other authors very often 

describe the first generation of grounded theorists as critical realists researching within the 

post-positivist paradigm (Annells, 1996; Charmaz, 2006; Bryant, 2002). In response to a 

post-positivism view on GT, Charmaz (2006) introduced a social constructionist version of 

GT in an attempt to clarify and elaborate on GT as a methodology with its epistemological 

and ontological positions. 

 

So, what are the main differences in these schools? (Appendix1). The first generation of 

schools puts much emphasis on minimising and controlling the intrusion of a researcher’s 
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subjectivity into data analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). That could be explained by their 

objective to produce an abstracted type of theory often in the form of a hypothesis, which 

could later be tested in other settings and with other research methods to increase its 

validity. Glaser (2004) states that the emerged concepts in that theory should be presented 

as latent patterns in the data. From that perspective, GT is a set of general, grounded 

hypotheses. Charmaz (2014), however, in comparison with the first wave of GT scholars, not 

only neglects abstractions and generalisations, but instead it motivates researchers to 

integrate conceptualisation into description. In the Glasserian version the whole substantive 

theory is built around the main category-the main pattern in the data, which is also highly 

related to the rest of the variations and categories in the data. Likewise, Strauss points out 

that the main category should have the analytic power to comprise all other categories 

together. Thus, core categories are the fundamentals in the construction of GT. In contrast 

to that, Charmaz (2014) emphasises that more than one category can be constructed. More 

than that, even a minor incident has a potential to become the main category, therefore the 

notion of the main category does not have as much of significance as it does in the first 

generation of grounded theorists. Hence, Charmaz (2008) emphasises that researchers 

should aim at telling a story that is rich in descriptions and meanings of different participants 

rather than restricting and structuring the whole data in accordance with a single core 

category.  

 

To summarise, the Charmazian version of GT, in comparison with the first generation of 

grounded theorists, is much less prescriptive, intuitive and reflexive. For instance, Glaser 

(1992) encourages researchers to focus attention only on the data itself, analysing and 

raising the generic types of questions: ‘What are this data about?’ ‘What exactly is 

happening in the data?’ Strauss and Corbin (1998) expanded their range of questions by 

including questions that are also outside of data and have a ‘What if’ dimension. Charmaz 

(2004), in comparison to these two schools, pays more attention to the notion of reflexivity 
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and relationality and encourages researchers to think about what perspectives they 

represent and how that may influence the research, participants and final outcome.   

 

The following section will elaborate on the ontological and epistemological differences in GT 

schools and will explain the reasons why this research positions itself in the realm of social 

constructionist GT.  

 

3.1.3 Ontological position-relativism 

 
As discussed earlier, Charmaz (2014) takes a new position on the role of abstraction and 

description in theory by embracing variations in GT (instead of identifying a single latent 

pattern) and paying attention to exceptions. She gives GT a different place from Strauss’s 

intention to create a dense theory and Glaser’s objective to produce a generalised 

abstracted theory. In both schools, a theory is focused on justifying how an abstract process 

applies to all other people and at all times outside of the studied context. From this 

perspective, other processes that are considered to be mere exceptions are not paid enough 

attention. This approach puts more emphasis on generalisation of a latent pattern to produce 

an objective type of theory. In contrast, in social constructionist theory the product of GT is a 

detailed in description theory, which embraces variations in participants experience.  

 

Ontologically, constructivist GT argues for the relativism of different social perspectives and 

realities (Charmaz, 2006). Hence, it does not intentionally attempt to raise a substantive 

theory informed by a single main category, in contrast to a classic grounded theory, which 

deduces and conceptualises one main concern and its resolution (Martin, 2006). In contrast, 

a social constructionist version embraces multiple realities perceived within the constructivist 

paradigm, and its focus is on analysing and incorporating those diverse participant 

perceptions from the data instead of reducing them to a single category.  
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Putting less emphasis on the importance of a main category in data methodologically 

positions constructivist GT quite separately from the first generation of grounded theorists. In 

the classic school, main category is a crucial component in generating a theory and a latent 

pattern of behaviour. Thus, Glaser (1998) and Strauss and Corbin (1990) try to track 

exceptions to the social basic process and its categories to ensure rigorous trustworthiness, 

and to ‘make the data objective’ (Glaser, 2002). They emphasise that the main objective of 

GT is not story -telling, but conceptually explaining an on-going behaviour, to solve an 

important concern (Glaser, 2002). As a result, the analysis of a GT research is not about 

discovering variations in participants’ experience and perceptions, but instead identifying the 

core pattern in the data.   

 

As a result, the main part of analysis presented in GT is the one that has occurred 

throughout the whole data. It is abstracted and conceptualised regardless of whether it was 

actually explicitly articulated by participants or not (Glaser, 1967). Searching for the main 

pattern is justified by the belief that while participants’ perspectives might vary, the concepts 

will stay the same across different settings and research contexts. Thus, the unit of analysis 

in this type of ‘objective theory’ is not the participants, but the frequency of incidents (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). In contrast, in Charmaz’s version (2014) the description of multiple 

perspectives is used ‘to account for as much variation in the data as possible […] rather than 

look for one main concern, grounded theorists should seek to construct a ‘picture that draws 

from, reassembles and renders subjects’ lives’ (p. 270).  

 

To summarise the whole discussion, a central idea of constructivist grounded theory, which 

also differentiates it from the first generation of GT, is its focus on the multiplicity and 

richness of participants’ voices, their perceptions and opinions. Hence, Charmaz (2006) 

advises researchers to embrace the variety of emerging views and visions, which render the 

lived experiences of participants. Thus, in the social constructivist type of GT, the main 
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emphasis is placed on the act of analysing the kinds of stories participants tell and 

establishing the relations between them. This positions the Charmaz’ version of GT in a 

category of a narrative method.  It should be highlighted, though, that social constructionist 

GT does not entirely omit abstraction and conceptualisation but instead ‘weaves 

conceptualisation into description’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 35). Moreover to facilitate the process 

of conceptualisation, Charmaz recommends researchers to analyse the data with the help 

the conditional matrix developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990) or a similar theoretical 

framework. This research uses the reflective coding matrix by Scott (2004), which facilitates 

the process of categories saturation and develops the conceptual relationships at the stage 

of theoretical coding (section 5.4.1). 

 

3.1.4 Epistemological position – social constructionist 

 
As has been mentioned before, Charmaz’s (2006) version of GT ‘assumes the relativism of 

multiple social realities, recognises the mutual creation of knowledge by the viewer and 

viewed, and aims toward an interpretive understanding of subjects’ meanings’ (p. 250). 

Elaborating on this methodological position further, Charmaz (2006) emphasises that data 

and analysis are co-constructed through a continuous interaction between the researcher 

and participants in order to mutually co-create. 

 

Charmaz (2006) suggests a social constructivist GT as a distinct way to approach and 

shape the data analysis and criticises classic GT for keeping a ‘distant relationship with 

participants, whereas researchers ‘take the role of authoritative experts who bring an 

objective view to the research’ (p. 132). Charmaz (2006) does not accept that ‘objectivist’ 

stance within classic grounded theory, and encourages dialogical interaction with the 

research participants in the research data collection and analysis (Marks, 2003). To facilitate 

the process of knowledge co-construction, Charmaz (2006) highlights the necessity of 
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involving oneself in self-reflexive activities while going through the stages of data collection 

and analysis in order to observe and capture the impact of one’s socio-cultural background 

and beliefs on the process of research co-construction and interpretations. For the same 

reasons Naidu and Sliep (2011) also highlight the importance of accounting for the 

peculiarities of the research contexts also named as ‘contextual reflexivity’, which should be 

considered throughout the whole research procedure.  

 

Thus, in this sense the researcher does not aim to abstract themself from the findings in 

order to present the data in the light of objective reality as the classic grounded theorists do, 

but instead to engage with participants and to mutually co-create the research findings 

(Charmaz, 2014). In contrast to the first wave of grounded theorists, which emphasise the 

researchers’ ‘neutrality’, the process of data co-construction in a constructivist GT is neither 

avoidable nor undesirable, but an essential part of analytic processes. The whole research 

process is informed by the researcher’s active and ongoing commitment to the data, one’s 

intuitive and interpretive skills.  Hence, constructionist emergence research is characterised 

as being situated, contexted and participants’ dependent (Breuer, 2003). This implies that 

the researcher should remain sensitive to the larger social forces that affect the participant 

and impact on how he/she understands, interprets and shapes the data.   

 

Having discussed some of the main principles of the social constructionist GT, the following 

sections will touch on the role and the position of the researcher specifically for this work. 

The first set of data is devoted to the analysis of online discourses of organic skincare users 

posted in the Russian language, which is the native language of the researcher. Russian 

forums were deliberately selected in the belief that familiarity with the language as well as 

the local consumer culture would help in better understanding the overall discussion and 

also in interpreting the implicit meanings of comments. That could significantly help with the 

construction of customers’ interpretations of organic skincare perceptions. The researcher’s 

personal interest and educational background in that field also contributed to the process. 
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During the course of the work, the researcher extensively used gerund-based coding and in 

vivo codes (which included participants’ words). These techniques are widely used in the 

social constructionist GT in order to stay close to the data and capture the descriptive 

elements of data. For example, members did not explicitly articulate some of the properties 

labeled Ayurveda, SPA or phytotherapy. However, analysing the verbs that members used 

to describe their experience and procedures in using/feeling about organic products enabled 

those properties to be constructed. Familiarity with the Russian culture also helped with the 

second set of data collection – interviews with MC specialists. Communication with 

participants in the native language and awareness of local cultural peculiarities helped to 

create a trustworthy atmosphere and facilitate data interpretations.  

 

3.2 Methodological procedures  

 

3.2.1 Translation 

 
In light of a range of complexities and difficulties associated with language translation, this 

research deliberately avoided translating the netnographic and interview data from Russian 

(the original language of the data) to English until the final stage of theoretical coding after 

the conceptual categories with sub-categories and properties had been constructed 

(Appendix 2, 3). This approach first enabled the research to stay close to the data, which is 

particularly important in the case of a GT method characetrised as being data-driven. 

Second, it also helped to avoid loose translation. Often translation challenges are caused by 

the absence of relevant linguistic units and words in the corresponding language. This is 

because phrases, and words are embedded in the culture and socio-historical settings. For 

instance, from the de Saussure’s perspective, word-for-word translation is not a satisfactory 

method per se; since expressions in one language do not have the same ‘conceptual 

surface’ in translated language. Likewise Bloomfield (1933), who studied language in its 
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original cultural settings, discussed translation theories and their relations to semantics, 

afterwards emphasised that any communication act is shaped by the socio-cultural context 

where it initially emerged (cited in Dussart, 1997). Therefore every language represents a 

unique organisation of experience of people from the same culture.  In other words, 

language itself is a blend of culture, and as every culture has its unique structure and 

characteristics, similarly each language possesses its unique peculiarities. As a result, these 

unique characteristics in one language simply cannot be found in any other language.  

 

Thus, any model of translation needs to discover alternative linguistic units, concepts, the 

structures or expressions, which could potentially reflect on rather than correspond the literal 

word- for- word translation. Such approach to translation is also called free translation. In 

this case, the translator does not necessarily have to consider the literal meaning of 

individual words and expressions, which however in its turn may underestimate the value of 

certain phrases and keywords and cause a loss of meaning.  Avoiding the issues associated 

with the direct literal and free translation, this research analysed the data in its original 

Russian language and delayed translation till the stage of data conceptualization.  Such 

approach encourages staying close to the data, while avoiding the issues with loose 

translation. 

 

3.2.2 Data reliability 

 
Reliability means the degree to which research findings represent the same results if 

repeated. However Brewerton et al. (2001) state that different research methods have 

different reliability levels and some of them are more reliable than others. They argue that 

interviews as a research method in particular have lower reliability: ‘[...] due to their 

openness to so many types of bias, interviews can be notoriously unreliable, particularly 

when the researcher wishes to draw comparisons between data sets’ (p.74). To enhance 

data reliability, the researcher shared the findings with the second intercoder, who coded the 
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sample of the first and second set of collected data – a native Russian and a fluent English 

speaker, who helped to avoid discrepancies in the constructed categories. The researcher 

also shared the provisional data analysis with the five previously interviewed participants in 

order to keep consistency in interpretations of the findings and to integrate it in the final 

findings. Though the participants were not particularly familiar with the marketing 

terminology and some aspects of the constructed research findings could not be fully 

communicated, the participants confirmed that the market situation and the financial state 

(‘business self’) played a critical role in defining and shaping marketing communications.  

 

3.2.3 Reflexivity 

 
Reflexivity refers to the impact of a researcher on participants and research findings during 

the course of data collection and analysis as well as the investigator-participant relationships 

called ‘relationality’ (Charmaz, 2014).  

 

Awareness of reflexivity raises the validity of constructed research findings. To enhance the 

validity aspect this research considered the following questions addressed by the researcher 

during the course of data collection and analysis: How do interview participants perceive the 

researcher? What impact might a researcher have on MCs practitioners during the interview 

process? Will they be comfortable about revealing information about their companies? What 

needs to be done to improve trust in researcher-participant relationships? A relationship of 

trust is considered to be one of the key aspects in developing connectedness with MCs 

participants (Charmaz, 2004). Speaking the same language and being part of the same 

culture provided common grounds for reciprocal relationships to demonstrate caring, 

empathy, affirmation and self-disclosure. To shift the power from being totally in the purview 

of the researcher to a more shared relational power, the researcher involved participants in 

the emerging data analysis by sharing the transcripts with the interviewees who were 
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interested in research findings. After the completion of data analysis and it 

conceptualisation, the research also incorporated an additional set of interviews to validate 

the findings and to enquire into the participants’ opinion on the data.   

3.2.4 Concurrent data collection and analysis  

 
The iterative process of data collection and analysis informs GT research design. That 

means that the researcher starts initial data coding and analysis before additional data are 

collected. The concurrent stages of data collection and analysis differentiate GT from any 

other type of research design or method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). This research has 

consistently adhered to that principle when collecting and analysing the two sets of data– the 

online observations and the interviews.  

 

3.2.5 Recurring processes 

 

Having discussed the epistemological and ontological position of this research in the frame 

of social constructionist GT, this section will move on to the application of GT in practice. 

This section aims to briefly discuss some of the key procedural principles of GT that should 

be applied throughout the whole research process to fulfill the GT requirements. The section 

includes the following concepts: concurrent data collection and analysis, memo writing, 

theoretical sampling, theoretical sensitivity and reflexivity.  
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3.2.6 Memo writing 

 
Memo writing means writing down notes about what the researcher means by the codes 

used in the analysis. In other words, memos record a researcher’s thoughts, ideas, feelings 

and questions from the initial stage of analytical process and throughout the whole research 

study (Charmaz, 2006). They can be different in topic, density, consistency, theoretical 

content and relatedness to the research objectives. This is an ongoing procedure throughout 

the research from the very early stages of planning a study until theory construction. It might 

also be useful in the decision process for theoretical sampling. Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

identify three kinds of memos: code notes, theoretical notes and operational notes. Code 

notes identify code labels and their meanings. Operational notes mainly deal with 

methodological concerns. Some might be helpful in interpreting and constructing the data at 

a later stage of analysis. Theoretical notes, extensively employed in this research, refer to 

reflections on the categories, its properties and dimensions; the meanings of concepts; as 

well as the potential connections between concepts and their theoretical value. For the sake 

of demonstration, this research has incorporated the examples of the memos from the two 

sets of data. From the first set of data it is the example of the conceptual memo that aided 

the process of conceptualising the preliminary categories for ‘organic’ skincare perceptions: 

policing, constructing, preserving and devaluing. From the second set of data, the research 

demonstrates the process of memo sorting before raising the substantive theory. Memos 

regularly need to be sorted out and that process is called bringing together a set of related 

memos dealing with different aspects of research.  
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3.2.7 Initial coding 

 

The first step of coding is initial coding, which ‘may be described as the interpretation of 

data, which includes the naming of concepts (labeling them) to simultaneously categorise, 

summarise and account for each piece of data’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43). The initial coding is 

about assigning a code to smaller units of analysis (one line of text), thereby reflecting what 

is happening in the data. Line-by-line coding is the first step in coding. 

 

3.2.8 Focused coding 

 
Focused coding, from the Charmaz’s (2006) perspective, is the coding stage, where a 

researcher mergers a few lines of the coded data together, while also evaluating the value of 

the initially constructed codes and making a decision of whether any of them would be used 

in further stages of data analysis. It might be that a new code needs to be generated to 

envelop all of these initial codes.  However, apart from the codes residing in particular parts 

of the data, which tend to appear alongside the margins of the transcribed data, Charmaz 

(2006) contends that there are also codes that transcend across the data in a more diffuse 

way. 

 

3.2.9 Theoretical coding  

 

Theoretical coding analyses the relationships between the earlier on constructed categories 

and codes in the data to aid conceptualization and theory emergence. At this stage the 

researcher refines, selects and integrates theoretical codes with other codes and categories 

in order to raise a substantive theory (Thornberg, 2014). Holton (2007) defines theoretical 

coding as ‘the identification and use of appropriate theoretical codes to achieve an 

integrated theoretical framework for the overall grounded theory’ (p.283). Initial and focused 

coding is based on raising data-driven codes and categories through continuous 
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comparisons of coded units. Conversely, theoretical codes are comprised of ideas and 

concepts that researchers integrate from the literature into the research analysis to 

conceptualise the data. ‘Theoretical codes refer to underlying logics that can be found in pre-

existing theories’ (Thonberg, 2012, p.89).  They include ideas, terms or abstract models that 

‘specify a possible relationship between categories you have developed in your focused 

coding…and may help you tell an analytic story with coherence’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 63). 

This research has developed concepts, categories and properties conceptually supported by 

symbolic interactionism and informed by the following principles: ‘human beings act towards 

things on the basis of the meanings that things have for them; the meanings of such things 

are derived from, or arise out of, the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows; these 

meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the person 

in dealing with the things one encounters’ (Blumer, 1986, p.2).  Blumer (1986) asserts that 

meaning -making precedes action, which, according to Charmaz (2006), oversimplifies a 

fundamental assumption of symbolic interactionism. People construct new meaning – or 

reconfirm past meanings – through acting. Considering the slightly different perspectives on 

whether meaning-making precedes or follows the acting, this research does not attempt to 

identify the sequence of the two processes and therefore would present the relations 

between the main categories: 1) interpreting ‘organic’; 2) enacting ‘organic’ identity; and 3) 

consuming practices in a circle, which demonstrate the ongoing iterative relations between 

the categories.  

 

To draw an ongoing iterative relationship between categories, the Conditional Relationship 

Guide developed by Scott (2004) will be employed by this research (Table 9).  Scott (2004) 

emphasizes the importance of describing the consequences of each category in order to 

identify the links and strengthen the loose arrays between the constructed data-units. To 

develop the relationship between categories unraveled and revised in open and focused 

coding, she suggests addressing the following questions: what, when, where, how and with 

what result as a consequence.  
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3.2.10 Concepts integration  

 

This section demonstrates the conceptual understanding of the tentative categories and the 

relations between them in order first to identify the promising categories with ‘analytic 

capacity’ that could explain, interpret and guide MC practices; and second, to understand 

which categories might potentially constitute the emerging theory but are still analytically 

thin, insufficiently supported and need further refinement and saturation in the subsequent 

data collection. The objective of theorising in a grounded theory is to achieve a conceptual 

understanding of the phenomenon under research.  However, the researcher faces the 

challenge of sorting out multiple categories in the data that often encompass a lot of 

dimensions and properties hard to organise and link altogether into a coherent framework. 

Hence, one needs to decide on the categories, which represent the findings in conceptual 

terms and represent the phenomenon under research. However, Charmaz (2006) 

recommends following the intuitive approach to the data analysis whereas the researcher 

needs to ‘develop a feel’ for what is important in the data.  

 

3.2.11 Theoretical sampling 

 
Throughout the iterative process of comparative analysis of the data, it might become 

apparent that some information is needed to find out more about the properties of a 

category, or in other words to saturate categories under development. When a researcher 

starts constructing provisional categories, they may find that though promising they are 

conceptually thin (Charmaz, 2006). In order to provide new insights into the preliminary 

constructed categories and develop them further Strauss and Corbin (1998) recommend 

raising the following questions: Have the properties of the category been identified? Does 

the category emerge under certain conditions? Does the category relate to other categories, 
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properties and concepts? Addressing the questions above also help to determine the 

direction of subsequent data collection-theoretical sampling, which saturates and elaborates 

the conditions, dimensions of the concept and its relevance to other constructed categories 

(Strauss, 1998). Theoretical sampling in the social constructivist version of GT is conducted 

at a later research stage after the preliminary conceptual categories that represent a theory 

have been constructed but need to be refined in terms of the properties or dimensions. 

Hence, it is employed at a much later stage of data analysis than purposive sampling with 

objective to collect additional data to expand, fill out and saturate tentative categories. 

Theoretical sampling might encompass of a sample of new participants different from the 

purposive one, who could contribute to providing theoretical insights into tentative 

categories.  

 
In line with grounded theory logic, research raises the categories that represent the findings 

most effectively. Charmaz (2006) describes these categories ‘as having 'carrying capacity' 

because they carry substantial analytic weight. These categories contain crucial properties 

that make data meaningful and carry the analysis forward’ (p.247). The present research 

chooses ‘to raise certain categories to concepts because of their theoretical reach, 

incisiveness, generic power and relation to other categories. Raising categories to concepts 

includes subjecting them to further analytic refinement and involves showing their 

relationships to other concepts’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 139). 
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3.2.12 Theoretical sensitivity 

 
Glaser (1967) defines theoretical sensitivity ‘as a two-part concept that involves the 

acknowledgement of a researcher’s personal and intellectual experience and knowledge’ 

(p.32). The first part is reflected in a researcher’s level of introspection-an insight into 

themselves and the researched area. Researchers integrate all they have been exposed to 

or have experienced. The second part of a researcher’s level of theoretical sensitivity 

reflects their intellectual history; it involves the types of theories and knowledge that they 

have acquired, absorbed and applied in their everyday thought. The concept of theoretical 

sensitivity recognises the role of the researcher and accounts for that in the research 

process. As a grounded researcher engages with and immerses oneself in the data, their 

level of theoretical sensitivity to emerging conceptual incidents will eventually increase.  

 

From the personal perspective, this work is shaped by the researcher, who is a native 

Russian speaker, familiar with the Russian consumer culture, its habits and characteristics 

as well as with a keen interest in the field of organic skincare. As part of theoretical 

sensitivity, the impact of personal perspective on research and findings is acknowledged in 

memos and data analysis. From the intellectual standpoint, this research discusses its 

philosophical and methodological position with regards to the data construction and 

emerging substantive theory. In this research, the initial literature review in the field of MCs 

and marketing, contextual and empirical literature has shaped an ontological, 

epistemological and methodological angle to the research. Ontologically, this research looks 

at MCs as ‘communication interplay’ between companies and customers, the ‘inside-out’ and 

‘outside-in’ approach, the market orientation and brand orientation. Epistemologically, this 

research considers customers’ communities taking part in constructing market meanings 

within a certain sociocultural context. Companies from the MCs perspective would aim or not 

to integrate those perceptions in brand communications to achieve integration. 
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Methodologically, this research employs a netnographic approach to organic skincare 

communities followed by interviews with MC practitioners.  

 

3.2.13 The place of the literature review 

 
The initial study of Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Glaser (2005) recommend delaying the 

literature review in the substantive area of research until the final stage of data analysis. 

They emphasise that leaving the literature review till the later stage overall helps to produce 

a data-driven theory. The key rationales for such position are: (a) to help the researcher to 

stay away from theoretical preconceptions, while remaining sensitive to emerging research 

inquiries, and (b) to reduce data contamination-fitting emerging concepts into pre-conceived 

ideas and theories that clash or do not represent the findings or have no correspondence 

with the literature review in the substantive area. As Heath (2006) highlights, ‘the result 

would be a constructed theory, supporting what was already known, rather than emergent 

theory providing new insights’ (p. 520). Furthermore, Glaser (1998) states that the 

researcher is not aware of the literature relevance prior to the data collection until the study 

is nearly close to be completed.  

 

In contrast to Glaser’s position, Strauss and Corbin (1990) emphasise that literature should 

be employed more extensively in GT studies as long as it does not stop the theorist from 

remaining creative and open to research inquiries. They emphasise that neglecting the 

established knowledge may also lead to the ignorance of valuable theories and concepts 

relevant to the conducted research. Hence, the researchers needs to be aware that what 

seem to them as an innovative idea or breakthrough in their data might simply be the lack of 

knowledge in the field (Lempert, 2007).  Hence, to avoid fiddling around, neglecting well-

known facts and coming up with superficial research outcome, the researchers should 

instead benefit from the pre-established knowledge in the domain.  
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For example, some GT theorists emphasise the role of literature in increasing the 

researchers’ sensitivity to details in the data and thus facilitating the process of categories 

and concepts construction (Bowen, 2006; Stern, 2007; Dunne, 2011). Familiarity with 

relevant literature in the substantive research area can increase sensitivity to minor incidents 

and details in data, inspire conceptualization through identifying discrepancies between a 

researcher’s findings and the literature as a result inform theoretical sampling.  

 

A researcher initiating data collection without any prior theoretical background has been also 

criticised by scientist philosophers (Thayer-Bacon, 2003;Thornberg, 2012) and later 

grounded theorists (Bryant, 2002; Charmaz, 2014; Lempert, 2007). This tabula rasa 

approach is dangerous because it leaves the analyst prone to all manner of prejudices and 

preconceptions, which are no less powerful for remaining subliminal. Dey (1993) argues that 

‘it is better to make ideas and values explicit rather than leaving them implicit and pretending 

that they are not there’ (p.229). It could therefore be assumed that an initial and continuous 

literature review throughout the data collection and analysis would make it easier for the 

researcher to avoid theoretical and methodological hazards (Dunne, 2011).  

 

Considering the number of advantages of incorporating literature at the initial stage of a 

study, this research has explored the extant literature on MCs; however, after having 

identified the research gap and the initial research questions, the final literature review in the 

substantive area was left until the stage of data analysis and writing up to ensure the 

research is data driven and does not fall into preconceived assumptions before the 

substantive theory is constructed. However, the research has consistently consulted 

technical (e.g. marketing terms) and prior knowledge gathered from the initial substantive 

area and professional literature related to symbolic interactionism. Glaser urges a grounded 

theorist to consistently research ‘substantive and formal theory’ in knowledge domains other 

than the knowledge domains under study (Glaser, 1992). By doing this, the researcher has a 

higher chance to view the study, the findings and the concepts that appear from the data in a 
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novel way in order to generate theory. Thus, this research has continuously consulted the 

symbolic interactionism literature, its main principles and underlying assumptions. This was 

particularly helpful in sensitising the concepts and constructing the substantive theory.  

 

3.2.14 Theoretical saturation 

 
Bryant and Charmaz (2007) define theoretical saturation as ‘the point at which gathering 

more data about a theoretical construct reveals no new properties nor yields any further 

theoretical insights about the emerging grounded theory’ (p. 611). However, though 

theoretical saturation may initially seem to be an easy to grasp concept in theory, in practice 

it is difficult to employ for the following reasons. First, there are different categories of codes. 

While concrete codes are usually characterized as more tangible ones with well-defined 

dimensions and properties, there are also more abstract codes, which carry conceptual 

meaning. The latter ones are harder to capture, define and conceptualise. Hence, 

conceptual codes require more data in order to understand and capture all its dimensions. 

Second, there are also different types of theoretical saturation, which are fundamentally 

different in their implementation. Code saturation is achieved when the researcher keeps 

capturing high-prevalence codes until the stage when one gets a feeling of having ‘heard it 

all’. Conversely, in the case of meaning saturation the data are collected until one 

‘understands it all’. ‘This stresses the importance of demonstrating that the meaning of 

codes was captured instead of counting the prevalence of codes when claiming saturation 

[…] Striving for meaning saturation flattens the curve to treat codes equally in their potential 

to contribute to understanding phenomena’ (Bryan and Charmaz 2007, p.15). Code 

saturation could be achieved after a couple of interviews since the key aspects of inquiry 

have been explored, however subsequent data collection may be required to capture more 

details and variations in findings that could enhance the research with in-depth analysis and 

a well-rounded understanding of the phenomena under research. Though a code could be 

discovered and constructed from a single interview, the following interviews should be 
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conducted to embrace all properties of the phenomenon to fully capture it. Thus, this 

suggests that in order to achieve saturation a researcher needs to move away from merely 

identifying codes (code saturation) towards understanding codes and their meanings 

(meaning saturation), which in its turn implies more data collection (Hennink, 2017). 

Therefore it is generally accepted that meaning saturation is harder to achieve than code 

saturation.  

 

The research has achieved a partial level of meaning and code saturation. It has attained its 

main objective of having grasped a good level of understanding of how and why MCs are 

implemented in the defined context. However, it does not claim to have achieved a full 

meaning saturation, since the constructed categories could be further explored from the 

perspective of broader and/or different sample groups (e.g. brand managers, marketing 

specialists depending on organizational structure), which in their turn might bring new 

findings and insights of the MCs concept and raise its new properties and dimensions. 

Therefore this research considers it questionable to reach the full level of code and meaning 

saturation. In the first set of data collection the threads were selected until the stage when 

the research could capture the four main concepts of policing, constructing, preserving and 

devaluing with well-defined categories and properties and provide insight into how a 

consumer interprets ‘organic’, and enacts ‘organic identity’ and consumption practices. The 

saturation was partially facilitated by the essence of the online communities, which get 

formed around similar perceptions, interests and attitudes of its users. In this particular 

research the online communities are centered on the themes of organic skincare and brands 

in organic skincare. At the initial stage of analysis, it was observed that the selected online 

communities form certain forum ‘organic’ themes that reflect the predominant users’ attitude 

towards ‘organic’. Therefore after the second thread, it became evident that each online 

community demonstrates a recurrent pattern of codes, showing the intersection between 

users’ perception, enactment of ‘organic’ identity and purchasing behaviour. Thus, the 

research to a certain extent has managed to reach the level of meaning saturation by 
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understanding the codes’ consistent interplay meaningfully. At the same time, given that the 

research deals with conceptual codes (perceptions of ‘organic’ skincare), which tend to be 

harder to saturate in terms of codes and meaning, it could also be assumed that in the case 

of further data collection and the inclusion of more online threads, new relevant properties 

and categories could emerge. That questions the ability to reach full saturation. Therefore, 

this research has achieved a certain level of meaning saturation, by establishing the logical 

pattern, whilst theme or code saturation seemed to be even more challenging to achieve. 

Likewise, in the second set of data collection, the sampling (eleven purposive-theoretical 

interviews) proceeded until the relations between the categories; their properties and the 

core category were meaningfully understood to raise a substantive theory. Though likewise 

in the first case of data collection, as the core category (‘business self’) is conceptual it was 

not entirely able to reach full saturation. Also, since theoretical sampling was based on a 

hypothetical situation, where participants (owner-managers) envisioned their marketing 

strategies under the conditions of a favourable market situation, saturation in this case would 

be hard to depict. However, the number of collected interviews was sufficient to provide 

insight into how and why the participants practice ‘inside-out’ and ‘outside-in’ MCs. However, 

it could also be useful to perform a longitudinal research and to interview the same 

participants after a certain period of time in order to analyse whether some of the 

constructed codes from the theoretical sampling based around the ‘desired’ business self 

and hypothetical MCs would also occur in the actual business and market situation.   
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3.3 Methodological research agenda 

 
GT is an iterative approach comprised of literature review, data collection and analysis 

conducted in ongoing research work and initially presented as ‘relatively fuzzy categories 

that, over time, reduce to fewer, clearer conceptual structures […] with theory presented last’ 

(Suddaby 2006, p. 637). However, even though GT research is conducted in a non-linear 

fashion through iterative process of data collection and analysis; in research it is often 

communicated as a linear step-by-step procedure (Figure 2).  

 

1. Purposive Sampling of online communities 

2. Data Collection: extracting online threads 

3. Initial Coding 

4. Focused Coding 

5. Theoretical Coding 

6. Purposive Sampling of companies 

7. Data Collection: interviews with MCs practitioners 

8. Repeat stages 3, 4, 5  

9. Theoretical Sampling 

10.  Sorting Memos 

11. Raising the Substantive Theory 

Reflexivity 

Iterative Processes of Data Collection and Analysis 

Constant Comparison of data, codes and categories 

Memo-writing 

Data Collection till the point of saturation 

Figure 2: Methodological Research Procedure (adapted from Charmaz 2002) 
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This can be explained by the accepted norms of presentation in marketing journals that have 

strong positivist roots and, as a result, reinforce sequential presentation of GT analysis. In 

practice, GT is not a consecutive and prescriptive guidance as it may appear at first, but a 

complex method encompassed of continuous data collection, data (re) coding, memo writing 

and theoretical sampling.  Thus, Figure 2 represents the methodological process of this 

study more for the sake of visual demonstration rather than an attempt to reflect on the 

actual methodology procedure.  It covers the main procedural steps following the premises 

of the social constructivist GT for the first and second sets of data collection an analysis till 

the final stage of constructing the substantive theory. The research begins with the first set 

of data (orange colour coded): 1) purposive sampling of online communities from ‘organic’ 

skincare forums 2) extracting online threads 3) initial line-by-line coding 4) focused coding 

and clustering the initial codes 5) theoretical coding and identifying the relations between the 

codes. Then the research moves to the second data set of data (purple-colour coded): 6) 

purposive sampling of small ‘organic’ skincare companies in Russia 7) interviewing the IMCs 

practitioners 8) repeating the stages of initial, focused and theoretical coding 9) theoretical 

sampling of participants selected on the basis of theoretical questions 10) sorting memos. 

The recurring processes (green-colour coded) are the ones, which accompany all research 

stages of data coding and analysis. They comprise data collection and analysis, constant 

comparison of data, memo -writing and data collection till the point of saturation.   
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Chapter 4: The First Set of Data Collection 

4.1 Purposive sampling of online communities 

 
Netnography is a method for studying different areas in the fields of consumer behaviour 

and marketing (Kozinets, 2002). It is ‘based primarily on the observation of textual discourse 

[…] and involves gathering data from various online sources such as social networking sites, 

chat forums, weblogs and blogs’ (p. 320). This study is based on systematic observations of 

online discourses on three different local Russian forums organised around organic skincare 

thematic discussions. The observations were made at a specific point in time for a period of 

three months (from November 2016 to January 2017).  

 

Having identified the main research questions, the next stage was to decide on particular 

online communities appropriate to the research questions and objectives of this research 

(Kozinets, 2002). At the entrée stage it was important to get familiar with the potential 

communities (group membership, market-oriented behaviours, interests and language) and 

their individual participants, before initiating contact and starting data collection. During that 

stage of the identification of relevant communities, online search engines proved to be 

invaluable (Kozinets, 2002). This research used the Yandex.ru engine to roam around 

different discussion forums and groups. The starting search position was to search any form 

of social interaction among customers regarding their understanding, perception, knowledge 

and experience of organic cosmetics and organic skincare brands in general. It investigated 

a variety of social platforms, i.e. sites, forums, blogs and podcasts that had any relations to 

the field of the research area – organic skincare.  The first criterion for the selected 

communities was their compliance with being local Russian communities. Given that this 

research analyses the perception of consumers of organic skincare on the Russian market; 

checking for the location of online participants was crucial. For that reason, the decision was 

made to find the origins of the traffic flow of each of the selected forums. Using 
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www.alexa.com, a website traffic engine, the initial set of local online communities was 

identified (table 5).  

 

The next stage was to ensure their compliance with the three main criteria for netnographic 

research highlighted by Kozinets (2002): 1) a more specific and topic-related segment 

(relevance); 2) substantial ‘traffic’ of postings (activity) to ensure that these messages have 

sufficient descriptive richness and offer considerable analytic depth and insight; 3) more 

detailed or descriptively rich data provided by a sufficient number of members 

(substantiality). 

 

Having examined over 20 different types of organic cosmetics discussions on Russian social 

platforms (Table 5), a number of online communities were excluded for three reasons: 

insufficient interaction between members, off-the-topic discussions, and finally a very limited 

focus of discussions. For instance, Ecogolik, based around an eco-oriented lifestyle, does 

not bring sufficient interaction between customers. Organic skincare discussions take the 

form of ranking and feedback for different organic brands by bloggers or other experts in that 

field without further development of that discussion with the engagement of customers. As 

one of the main objectives of this research is to explore the way customers perceive organic 

skincare and co-construct its meaning through sharing their understanding and experience 

with others, social communication that lacked sufficient interaction between customer 

members was considered to be irrelevant for this research. Another limitation was that some 

discussions were based around only one particular organic skincare brand (Herbals.ru). The 

scope of such discussions was considered to be too narrow for the purpose of this research, 

which aims to explore customers’ perception of organic skincare in general, rather than 

specifically analysing particular brands on the market. The last category that was found to be 

less relevant than others was about customers’ exchange of recipes of natural skincare 

cosmetics prepared in home settings (Chistota-Vekov.ru. Krasotulya.ru.) This type of 

http://www.alexa.com/
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community was not of particular interest to this research, which aims to investigate 

customers’ perception of organic skincare in the Russian market.  

 

Table 2: The Selection of Online Communities 

In the process of selecting forums, only three forums – Terra Aromatica, Vseocosmetike and 

Cosmo – complied with the set-up criteria and thus were selected for this research. Threads 

from those forums were also extracted on the basis of the same criteria: relevance, activity 

and interactivity of online communities. Table 6 represents the choice of forums and threads 

with regard to the thematic discussion, the number of posts, main participants and 

generators of discussions. 
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Table 3: The Sample of Forums and Threads 

 

CosmoForum encompasses the smallest number of posts – 3,655 messages devoted to the 

discussion of organic skincare brands in the market, expectations of those skincare brands 

and a comparison of the most famous skincare companies and organic products. The forum 

has approximately 147, 267 users, where members are grouped in accordance with their 

activity level. The Iron group needs to have at least 1,000 messages, while the Star group 

has to reach 15,000 messages. While different representatives of established groups 

participate in discussions, the richness of discussion is generated by the most enthusiastic, 

devoted and long-term users: Platinum, Diamond and Star users. Based on the discussion 

about the use of different organic brands, the forum has a large number of long-term and 

experienced organic skincare users. It could be assumed that these groups represent 

insiders, who have strong ties to online activities and also the consumption experience of 

organic brands. Terra Aromatika represents the next highest number of posts of 53,114 

messages. It has approximately 6,486 forum users. The forum encompasses three main 

groups: newbies, active members and users. Newbies are new on the forum, active 
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members are users who actively post but are not registered, and finally users are registered 

members with a different level of posting activities. Newbies and active members are the 

main groups that mostly generate interesting and in-depth comments. The discussion is 

mainly devoted to organic policies and ‘green’ cosmetics regulations and organic 

manufacturers. The posts about specific organic skincare brands are less frequent than they 

are on Cosmo Forum. Newbies and active members actively share knowledge and factual 

data about the differences in organic labels, sometimes citing different sources of 

information. In terms of the content, this forum probably represents the most detailed and 

knowledgeable discussion about organic regulations. The communities have social and 

informational goals and share knowledge. 

 

Vseokosmetike has a substantially lower amount of messages (6,164) in comparison with 

Terra Aromatika forum, which however still represents a higher amount of codes than 

Cosmo Forum is comprised of. There is no exact information on the total number of users, 

but it approximately encompasses around 1,468 users online daily. The discussion on the 

forum is more general and does not have a specific focus in comparison to Terra Aromatika 

and Cosmo Forum. The posts cover a broader spectrum of topics, such as personal 

experience with organic brands, the difference between organic products and conventional 

products, and the benefits and limitations of using organic skincare. The forum defines three 

main groups of its users: newbies, users and guests. Newbies are new to the forum, users 

are registered members and guests are unregistered members. Newbies and guests 

generate the most substantial discussion.  
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4.2 Forum choice entrée 

 
Having identified the forums (Cosmo, Terra Aromatika,Vseokosmetike) that fit into the main 

criteria of online communities suggested by Kozinets (2002), the research further considered 

the organizational structure of the selected communities in order to understand the 

administrative policies and regulations; how the forums work and who runs them. Rodríguez‐

López and Diz‐Comesaña (2016) highlight that communication dynamics on discussion 

forum boards are normally impacted by how these communities are organized since ‘who 

organises the community’ affects the rules of these communities, the discussion topics and 

the flow of communication. Communities that are run by a company usually have a 

hierarchical structure, with clearly defined rules and administrators who make decisions 

based on authority and in a centralised manner (Rodríguez‐López and Diz‐Comesaña, 

2016). The flow of commercial and informational communication from the company’s side to 

customers prevails. The owner of the group initiates the choice of topical discussions and 

the members are limited to interacting with the proposed topics (Rodríguez‐López and Diz‐

Comesaña, 2016).  

 

Hence, before initiating data collection, this research checked the discussed forum 

regulations to ensure that members of the selected communities are allowed to express their 

opinions flexibly without restrictions imposed by administrators. In the ‘information’ section of 

the selected forums, there are references to the absence of authority, free access and 

participation and topic initiation as well as the absence of norms other than the basic norms 

of behaviour. Members of the group freely decide what issues to discuss and what to share.  
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4.3 Initial coding 

 
The aim of the initial coding is to assign a code to smaller units of analysis (one line of text), 

thereby reflecting what is happening in the data. This research will follow line-by-line coding 

accounting for every line of the comments in thread 1 (Terra Aromatika), thread 2 

(Vseokosemtike) and thread 3 (CosmoForum) posted from November 2016 to January 

2017. Table 7 below provides a brief example of coding from one of the selected threads 

alongside a section of interview excerpt with examples of the codes in the left-hand margin. 

 

Table 4: An Example of Coding Alongside a Section of Interview Transcript 

Having an amazing home-made recipe I’ve got an amazing recipe for how to 

make a great moisturising mask in home 

settings. You will only need three 

ingredients for this: honey, oatmeal and 

milk. Mix them all together and leave for 

30 min. Your skin will look glowing 

afterwards. Promise you will not need to 

purchase specialised masks, which cost 

a fortune 

Preparing home-made skincare 

Describing the procedure  

Giving a detailed description of the 

procedure 

Promising amazing results 

Promising to outperform the results of 

branded skincare 
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4.4 The overview of the initial codes 

 
Having generated a significant number of preliminary codes, it was next important to learn 

more about those codes, and to identify the most present, occurring and salient ones in the 

data. As it was not feasible to demonstrate the whole set of initially generated codes as 

overall there were more than 1,345 codes, this section will briefly touch upon the most 

frequent codes in each of the threads to give a general overview of the data and to 

demonstrate the process of data interpretation and code construction. Although GT tends to 

account for codes that transcend the whole set of data, which this research will do at the 

later stage of focused coding, paying attention at the initial stage of coding to the most 

frequent and salient codes, particularly data fragments in some cases, may provide some 

surprising and unexpected analytic insights. By questioning the predominance of certain 

types of codes in particular threads and their variations or omission in other threads and 

looking for the potential reasons contributed to conceptual memoing and further data 

conceptualisation.  

 

4.4.1 Thread 1 – Terra Aromatika 

 

At the initial coding stage, the Terra Aromatika thread appeared to have the highest number 

of codes related to the discussion on organic labels, ‘organic’ certifications of different 

countries of origin such as Italy, France, Germany, Belgium and so on. The predominant 

codes were of the following type: being certified, adhering to policies, showing certificates, 

proving credentials, and complying with the requirements etc. Overall, that group of ‘organic’ 

‘regulations and policies’ encompassed of 147 initial codes in the first thread. That group of 

codes was often accompanied by another group of codes labelled as the discussion of the 

reasons for ‘liking and preferring certified organic skincare’ over conventional skincare 

brands or self-labeled ‘organic’ brands. The following in vivo codes were constructed in the 
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latter group: trusting the safety of organic skincare, choosing chemical-free products, 

enjoying the healing, curing, hydrating and moisturising properties of ‘organic’ skincare. That 

group of codes consisted of 250 codes in the first thread. Another group of codes was 

devoted to ‘sharing personal experience on how to check for product “organicness”’. This 

group of codes encompassed different consumers’ suggestions and information on how to 

read the label and educate oneself in terms of organic accreditation, certification and the 

composition of organic brands to make sure one purchases truly organic skincare. The 

following codes were constructed: following step by step, as the instruction says, rarely 

skipping steps. This type of coding encompassed around 42 codes.  

 

4.4.2 Thread 2 – CosmoForum 

 
This thread mainly encompasses codes that demonstrate consumers’ mistrust and disbelief 

in the power of ‘organic’ brands, even those that have obtained an ‘organic certificate’ and 

thus comply with organic standards and set-up criteria in the organic industry. That group of 

codes involved around 200 codes, such as disliking and mistrusting organic and disbelieving 

organic claims and promises. That group of codes was often accompanied by another group 

of codes, where ‘organic’ was more perceived and described as a marketing strategy to 

justify a higher price for a product, while an ‘organic’ label does not differentiate a 

product/brand from conventional ‘non-organic’ skincare on the market. Consumers 

commented that ‘organic does not represent anything more than conventional products do’, 

the concept is being manipulated, fake, a marketing trick. That group of codes, labeled as 

‘organic as a marketing trick’, consisted of 75 codes. The negative perception of ‘organic’-

labeled products and brands resulted in the emergence of another group of codes, which 

consisted of consumers’ refusal to try and/or purchase products called ‘organic’ (45 codes) 

or alternatively to ‘make home-made skincare following traditional skincare recipes’ (163 

codes) – a well-known practice long ago before branded products started appearing on the 

market. ‘Organic’ as a label in skincare is devalued in this group of codes and it is suggested 
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that farmed organically grown food ingredients could be used as a substitute for branded 

skincare. There were also comments that ‘organic’ in skincare does not differ from the 

meaning of ‘organic’ in farming, where food is grown without pesticide and other chemical 

substances. Therefore purchasing those organic ingredients from farms on the food markets 

means they can safely be used in preparations of home -made skincare. The following 

codes were constructed: being home -made, purchased in a grocery shop, being self-

prepared. One of the in vivo codes that represents well that group of codes is the metaphor 

used by one of the consumers in expressing one’s understanding of the ‘organic’ concept as 

a marketing term: ‘organic is an old concept dressed in a fancy dress’. The discussion was 

further developed around how grandmothers used to take care of their skin by applying only 

herbal extracts, fruits, vegetables and plant extracts in home settings.  

 

 

4.4.3 Thread 3 – Vseokosmetike 

 
This thread from the forum had the lowest number of posts compared to the other two and it 

was mainly devoted to sharing the personal experience and practices of using different 

organic skincare brands and customising them in a skincare routine. Members commented 

that they enjoyed the experience of using and experimenting with them. The following codes 

were constructed: experimenting with essential oils, adding drops to moisturiser, making sea 

salt scrub at home, trying different products from different brands. That group of ‘sharing and 

experimenting with different organic brands’ where consumers shared their 

recommendations on how to customise their skincare using those different brands to benefit 

the most consisted of 243 codes describing that process in detail: mixing oil-based products, 

avoiding and recommending using the mask at night, and adding a drop of serum in a 

moisturiser.   
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4.5. Focused Coding 

 

This section will first start with introducing the focused codes – the preliminary grouped 

codes, which have emerged from the thread margins. It is then followed by merging those 

focused codes with initial memos in order to aid the process of analytic reasoning, to provide 

insight into the emerged codes and to facilitate the construction of new codes across the 

data and beyond the threads. To do that, the research will visually present the focused 

codes and initial memos together in the diagram, raising the analytic questions and through 

clustering developing the conceptual relations between them.  

 

4.5.1 Construction of diagrams to aid analytic memo writing 

 
Having identified the above-mentioned focused codes, it was next important to understand 

how the constructed focused codes intersect and link together and what they are saying 

from the conceptual point of view. Analysing how these codes merge together in preliminary 

categories can help the researcher with data abstraction and conceptualization. As the 

research engages in focused coding, one attempts to build a category by accounting for all 

possible variations in the data and among the codes (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). In order 

to do that, the research has employed the visual diagramming strategy of adding focused 

codes to the diagram with the aim of rendering them more transparent in a visual manner. 

Making notes next to preliminary constructed categories on a visual diagram stimulated an 

analytic thinking more effectively than purely textual memos, which required reading efforts 

and refining without much of a visual support. Thus by a range of theoretical questions – 

memos accompanied the construction of visual diagraming: What is happening in the data? 

How are the codes linked together? What processes and phenomena connect or relate the 

codes together? In particular, the three main types of focused codes: interpreting ‘organic’, 

using organic skincare and checking for ‘organic’ labels, and consuming or refraining from 



 67 

consuming ‘organic’ skincare brands. This approach helped with deeper analysis of the 

preliminary codes and conceptual memoing by thus preparing for a later stage of theoretical 

coding. The diagram demonstrates how the provisionally defined focused codes have been 

conceptually linked together by employing one of the fundamental assumptions of symbolic 

interactionism: people construct new meaning – or reconfirm past meanings – through acting 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

 

4.5.1 Focused codes that emerged from the thread margins 

 
The focused coding generated 276 codes from the three selected threads, which were 

constructed from the initial codes within the margins of each thread (table 8).  

 

Table 5: Focused Codes from the Thread Margins 

Threads In vivo code examples Focused codes 

Terra Aromatika Ensuring accreditation, 
approving ECOCERT, looking 
for ‘truly’ certified brands 

 Checking for ‘organic’ certified 
brands, interpreting ‘organic’ as 
being certified, purchasing 
branded ‘organic’ skincare 

CosmoForum Disbelieving ‘organic’ products, 
considering ‘organic’ a 
marketing strategy, not seeing 
the value in ‘organic’, preferring 
home-made skincare, 
purchasing ingredients and 
extracts on organic food market 

Not purchasing anything labelled 
‘organic’, organic is an old 
concept ‘dressed in a fancy 
dress’, creating negative 
discourses about ‘organic’-
labelled brands, refraining rom 
purchasing ‘organic’-branded 
skincare, purchasing organic 
compounds from the food 
market, making home-made 
organic skincare 

Vseokosmetike Experimenting with ‘organic’ 
brands, trying different products, 
enjoying the process of 
customising a skincare routine, 
giving oneself a treat, making an 
‘organic’ ritual 

Organic is interpreted as a 
routine-treatment ritual; making 
a practice of experimenting with 
and trying ‘organic’ brands, 
purchasing branded ‘organic’ 
skincare 

 

By overviewing the focused codes, it was observed that they described three main 

processes: 1) interpreting the concept of ‘organic’ (being certified, old concept dressed in a 

fancy dress, routine-treatment -ritual); 2) post-consumption practices (using ‘organic’ 

skincare (brands): creating negative discourses about ‘organic’-labeled brands, making a 
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practice of experimenting with and trying ‘organic’ brands, making home-made organic 

skincare) or pre-consumption practices (checking for authenticity of ‘organic’ product); 3) 

consuming branded skincare (purchasing branded skincare) or refraining from consumption 

of ‘organic’ skincare brands (refraining from purchasing ‘organic’ branded skincare, 

purchasing organic compounds from the food market).  

 
The visual diagramming has helped to construct and develop through memos the relations 

between how a consumer understands and interprets the concept of ‘organic’ and defines its 

value for skincare brands on the market, how they use ‘organic’ skincare and how that 

affects subsequent consumption practices. Thus, the three conglomerates have been 

constructed: 1) ‘organic’ interpretations; 2) of ‘organic’ identity; and 3) consumption 

practices. Each of them is presented in a big translucent circle. The red, blue and green 

lines in the diagram show how the three constructed conglomerates have been linked 

together through memos framed in the callouts and rectangles. The callouts in the diagram 

include the memos that visualise the process of code interpretations, whereas the rectangles 

contain memos-questions that aid analytic thinking and elaboration of the relations between 

the clusters and conglomerates. The dotted blue line demonstrates the relations between 

the focused codes (framed in small circles marked in grey) constructed from the margins of 

the threads. 
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Picture 1: The visual diagram for memoing (please note that the purpose of this diagram is to demonstrate the process of data analysis rather than its content). 
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4.5.2  ‘Organic’ interpretations 

 

This conglomerate encompasses the focused codes, which demonstrates the multiplicity of 

a consumer’s understandings of ‘organic’ in skincare, which appeared in the three threads: 

organic as a marketing strategy, organic as a certified skincare, organic as an old concept 

‘dressed in a fancy dress’ and organic a routine-treatment and ritual. ‘Organic as a 

marketing strategy’ shows that a consumer perceives ‘organic’ as a current trend on the 

market that nowadays companies extensively and strategically use to keep a higher price on 

a product; however, an ‘organic’ label does not differentiate it from non-organic product, 

therefore ‘organic’ is perceived as an empty claim, that carries no value per se. This group of 

codes is different from ‘organic as an old concept ‘dressed in a fancy dress’’, where a 

consumer specifically appreciates home -made ‘organic’ skincare prepared by consumers 

themselves following traditional skincare recipes instead of branded skincare. Conversely, in 

the case of ‘organic as a routine-treatment-ritual’, a consumer enjoys the process of trying, 

and experimenting with, a wide range of ‘organic’ products and brands available on the 

skincare market and creating a customised ‘organic’ skincare routine, organic rituals and 

treatments. Conversely, in the case of ‘organic as a certified skincare’, a consumer 

appreciates skincare brands that are certified by an independent body and comply with 

‘organic’ standards and criteria set up by ‘organic’ regulators.  
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4.5.3 The enactment of ‘organic’ identity 

 
This conglomerate demonstrates how a consumer enacts ‘organic’ identity by means of 

using ‘organic’ skincare in a certain way in the post-consumption phase or looking for certain 

features in ‘organic’ skincare brands (such as organic accreditation) in the pre-consumption 

phase. This all depends on a consumer’s perceptions and interpretations of ‘organic’ 

discussed in the previous conglomerate-‘organic’ interpretations. The relations between the 

two conglomerates have been developed through the following memos-questions: How does 

a customer enact ‘organic’ identity? Does the product usage and checking for ‘organic’ 

evidence signify enacted ‘organic’ practices? How are these practices linked with ‘organic’ 

interpretations and consumption of ‘organic’ skincare products/brands?  

 

 In the case of ‘organic as a certified brand’, a consumer deliberately ensures in a pre-

consumption phase that a product/brand is certified according to ‘organic’ standards by 

checking the labels and ‘organic’ authenticity. Therefore ‘checking for organic certified 

brands’ is one of the main activities that a consumer performs to enact one’s ‘organic’ beliefs 

in ‘certified’ brands and corresponding ‘organic’ identity. In the group of codes, where a 

consumer defines ‘organic’ as a ‘routine-ritual-treatment’, one shares one’s practice and 

experience of experimenting with, and trying, different ‘organic’ brands and products 

available on the market to create a customised full skincare routine, occasional treatments 

and skincare rituals (the differences between the three are further discussed in theoretical 

coding). In the case of interpretations of ‘organic as an old concept dressed in a fancy 

dress’, a consumer believes that ‘organic’ in general terms means ‘organic ‘ farming, which 

possesses the basic characteristics of being chemical- and pesticide-free, which in turn does 

not represent ‘any new idea’ but rather has always been the case with environmentally 

grown herbs and plants in rural and countryside areas, which were also used in traditional 

skincare for their beneficial ingredients long before the emergence of branded skincare 

products labeled ‘organic’. Therefore, in line with this thinking, a consumer advocates home-
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made skincare based on traditional skincare recipes, whereas consumers themselves mix 

‘organic’ compounds from the food marketplace to create customised home-made skincare 

products. The final group of constructed focused codes describes how consumers enacts 

their disapproval of ‘organic’ brands and ‘non-organic’ identity by means of creating negative 

discourses about ‘organic’-labeled brands, questioning the validity of ‘organic’ certification 

and the whole process of accreditation. While in the former case of ‘organic as certified’ a 

consumer accepts brands that confirm their ‘organic’ status through obtaining an 

international certificate such as ECOCERT, USDA, COSMOS etc., in the latter case of 

‘organic as a marketing strategy’ a consumer does not consider ‘organic’ certification to be 

evidence of ‘organic’ authenticity as there are no specific regulations to control and to define 

the ‘organic’ industry and the meaning of ‘organic’ per se. Therefore, since the regulations 

are very loose and the notion of ‘organic’ is vague, brands take advantage of poor 

regulations and extensively ‘call themselves organic’ for marketing purposes. Based on such 

beliefs, consumers, in response to that, enact their negative attitude and ‘non-organic’ 

identity by criticising ‘organic’-labeled products and brands.  

 

4.5.4 Consumption practices 

 
This conglomerate describes ‘organic’ consumption practices that consumers take 

depending on their interpretations of ‘organic’ and enactment of ‘organic’ identity reflected in 

‘organic’ product usage in the post-consumption phase and in some cases in the pre-

consumption period of checking for ‘organic’ evidence such as ‘organic’ certification. The 

following memos have been constructed to develop the relations between the 

conglomerates and their clusters: What ‘organic’ skincare products/brands (if any) does a 

consumer purchase? How are the consumption practices linked with the ‘organic’ 

interpretations and the enacted ‘organic’ identity? As a result of memos and analytic 

thinking, two clusters of focused codes related to consumption practices have been 

constructed: 1) purchasing branded ‘organic’ skincare and 2) not purchasing branded 
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‘organic’ skincare. The first one is related to the previously constructed codes on ‘“organic” 

perceptions’ where a consumer perceives ‘organic’ mainly as a certified skincare product 

available on the market and as a result intentionally and specifically checks for an ‘organic’ 

label on a product/brand, and as long as the product complies with ‘organic’ standards, they 

purchase available ‘organic’ brands on the market. The same is true for the types of codes, 

where consumers defines ‘organic’ as a ‘routine-treatment-ritual’ – a consumer enjoys 

experimenting with, and trying, different brands and products on the market to customise 

their skincare regime, treatments and rituals. Conversely, in the case of ‘organic as an old 

concept dressed in a fancy dress’ and ‘organic as a marketing strategy’, a consumer does 

not positively perceive or see a particular value in ‘organic’ branded skincare. As a result of 

those perceptions, one either purchases ‘organic’ herbs and plants on the food market 

instead of ‘ready-to-use’ skincare products or avoids purchasing ‘anything labeled organic’, 

considering it merely a marketing strategy with no particular benefits.  

 

4.6 Theoretical coding 

 
This section discusses the main constructed concepts of ‘organic’ sense-making such as 

policing, constructing, preserving and devaluing. Each of these concepts contains three 

interconnected main categories, which represent how, a consumer: 1) interprets ‘organic’; 2) 

enacts ‘organic’ identity; and 3) consumes branded skincare. The first category describes 

the codes describing what organic means to a consumer; the second category shows how a 

consumer uses ‘organic’ skincare in the post-consumption period and checks for ‘organic’ 

attributes in the pre-consumption phase; and the third category indicates why a consumer 

purchases or does not purchase organic-labeled skincare brands.  
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4.6.1 Overview of the diagram and theoretical coding 

 
Table 6: The Conditional Relationship Guide 

Category Policing Constructing Preserving Devaluing 

What Defining and specifying 
the meaning of ‘organic’ 
to the level of 
accreditation and 
certification in ‘organic’ 
industry. 

Neither defining organic as 
a term nor setting up the 
standards of ‘organic’. 
‘Organic’ is discussed in 
the light of individual 
customised skincare 
practice with branded 
skincare through trials and 
experimentation, which 
form a customer’s routine, 
treatment and rituals. The 
richness of discussed 
‘organic’ skincare practices 
expands the meaning of 
‘organic’ beyond particular 
standards and criteria. 
 

Limiting and 
specifying the 
notion of 
‘organic’ in 
skincare to the 
characteristics 
of ‘organic’ in 
farming – 
chemical- and 
pesticide-free. 
Therefore 
‘organic’ 
skincare is 
traditional, 
home-made and 
recipe based 
with the use of 
herbs, plants 
and extracts 
from ‘organic’ 
food market. 

Considering ‘all 
organic’ brands 
regardless of what 
certification they 
hold is merely a 
marketing 
strategy, trick and 
empty claims, as 
there are no 
regulations and 
policies to define 
the meaning of 
‘organic’ and its 
standards. A 
consumer does 
not aim to set up 
‘organic’ criteria or 
their 
characteristics, 
thereby keeping 
the ‘organic’ term 
loose and broad. 

When Checking for ‘organic 
label’, before purchasing 
‘organic’ brand 

Experimenting and trying 
‘organic’ brands to 
customise skincare 
practices: routine, ritual 
and treatment and 
purchasing ‘organic’ brand 

Following 
traditional 
recipe-based 
skincare 
preparations, 
purchasing 
‘organic’ 
compounds, not 
purchasing 
‘organic’ ‘ready-
to-use’ skincare 
brands 

Creating negative 
discourses about 
‘organic’ labels 

Where Pre-consumption phase Post-consumption phase Post-
consumption 
phase 

No pre- or post-
consumption 
phase 

How By checking ‘organic’ 
labels and compliance 
with ‘organic’ standards 

By constructing ‘organic’ 
skincare practices 
 
 

By making 
home-made 
skincare 
 

By creating 
negative 
discourses about 
‘organic’ labels  

Why To ensure ‘organic’ 
authenticity  

To construct customised 
skincare practices, which 
form routines, rituals and 
treatments 

To preserve the 
value of 
traditional 
skincare – not 
branded one 

To devalue 
’organic’ label 

Consequence The notion of ‘organic’ 
means ‘being certified’, a 
consumer purchases 
certified brands  

The notion of ‘organic’ is 
expanded through multiple 
practices, a consumer 
purchases ‘organic’ brands 

The notion of 
‘organic’ is 
specified to the 
notion of 
‘organic’ in 
farming 

The notion of 
‘organic’ is loose 
and broad, which 
has no criteria and 
standards 
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Table 10 depicts the final outcome of the theoretical coding, visually representing the 

relations between the conceptual categories, categories and properties, where four main 

conceptual categories are presented in a large dark-grey block; the subsumed categories of 

each of the constructed conceptual categories are presented in a slightly lighter-grey block 

and the properties of each of the categories are depicted in a light-grey block. 

 

Table 7: The Building Blocks of Theoretical Coding 

Building blocks      Colour Indicator Data constructs 
Concept (conceptual 
category) 
The underlying meaning, 
meaning, uniformity and/or 
pattern within a set of 
descriptive incidents (Scott, 
2004, p 37) 
 

 1. Constructing 
2. Preserving 
3. Policing 
4. Devaluing 

Category 
A type of concept, usually 
used for a higher level of 
abstraction (p. 37)  

Interpreting ‘organic’ as 
enacting ‘organic’ identity; 
practising consumption 

Property 
A type of concept that is a 
conceptual characteristic of a 
category, thus a lower level 
of abstraction than a 
category. 
A property is a concept of a 
concept (p. 38). 
 

 Routine, treatment, ritual, 
trying brands, experimenting 
with brands, purchasing 
branded skincare, ‘old’ 
concept dressed in a ‘fancy 
dress’, free from chemicals 
and pesticides, following 
traditional skincare recipes, 
not purchasing branded 
skincare, certification and 
accreditation, checking for 
‘organic’ accreditation, 
purchasing certified ‘organic’ 
brands, marketing strategy, 
creating negative discourses 
about ‘organic’ labels, not 
purchasing anything labelled 
‘organic’  
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4.6.2 Policing 

 

In the policing category of ‘organic’, ‘meaning-making-acting organic’ is understood in the 

light of regulations, certification and accreditation. Example of the most frequently occurring 

codes that construct this category are being certified, regulated by legislation and reassured 

by the government. Online members that build this category set up and specify a set of 

criteria that ‘organic’-labeled companies need to comply with to be ‘truly’ ‘organic’. The users 

evaluate different ‘organic’ certificates and the process of accreditation that companies need 

to account for in order to gain a certain type of certificate. In other words, ‘organic’ in that 

category for a skincare company means strict adherence to, and compliance with, the 

requirements and regulations set up by the ‘organic’ industry: 

 

Global Cosmetic Industry (2009) says: ‘Soil Association (UK), BDiH (Germany), Ecocert 

(France), CosméBio (France), ICEA (Italy) and Ecogarantie (Belgium) are the leaders in the 

European cosmetics market. It’s safe to buy staff from companies accredited to one of the 

mentioned certificates.” 

However, it is also part of consumers’ responsibility to be able to read ‘organic’ labels and be 

informed about product ingredients and unsafe compounds before making a purchase. This 

demonstrates how a user ensures ‘organic authenticity’ and enacts the constructed meaning 

of ‘organic’ in a pre-consumption phase:  

 

COSMOS ORGANIC has at least 95% of organic ingredients...But COSMOS NATURAL can 

have only 20% of its organic composition.... For some types of products it is allowed a 10% 

content of organic ingredients. Always check the labels whenever you buy a product 

...Standards vary.  

The excerpt above demonstrates how consumers in this group discuss ‘organic’ from the 

perspective of ‘organic’ concentration and exclusion of substances such as paraffin, SLS, 
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parabens, silicone and preservatives. The discussion in that group is mainly devoted to the 

comparison of different certificates (Cosmos Organic, Cosmos Natural, EcoCert) and the 

preferences for specific ‘organic’ accreditations.  

 

 

Picture 2: Conceptual category – policing 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 78 

 

4.6.3 Constructing  

 
The users in this category construct different practices with ‘organic’ skincare products from 

different brands. Most of the discussion is devoted to the actual use of skincare products 

and the process of customisation of skincare routines, treatments, rituals, procedures and 

practices. Therefore, the users in this category share tacit knowledge and experience with 

each other rather than discussing ‘organic’ from the perspective of accreditation, criteria and 

their validity (as in the case of ‘policing’ and ‘devaluing’). The most frequently occurring 

codes in this category are: incorporating new products, experimenting with different brands, 

mixing brands and customising routine: 

 

I burned my skin a month ago and purchased a cream with plant extracts... I added a few 

drops of calendula oil to it... I also tried vitamin E oil and my skin healed after a few days.  

I love mixing oil products [name of the brand] with the moisturiser every morning after a 

serum has absorbed. Then I just spray it all over with a hydrating spray [name of the brand]. 

I’ve recently tried this brand and it works really well for skin dryness.  

The excerpts above demonstrate how the users, through trying and experimenting, enact 

‘organic’ in a post-consumption period with the branded ‘organic’ skincare brands.  Organic 

as a routine category encompasses the codes that show repetitive and sequential skincare 

activities and a description of the activities that the user follows daily takes and which 

represent ‘organic’ from the perspective of a routine. The most frequently occurring codes 

are using products daily, sequentially following the skincare steps or having a summer 

skincare regime, developing a customised skincare for dry skin. Having discussed organic in 

the context of daily routine, the category of organic as a ritual elaborates on the notion of 

‘organic’ as a special occasional treatment. What is a ritual? In what way is a ritual different 
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from a routine? How is that translated in relation to organic skincare? A ritual is usually 

defined as a religious ceremony comprising a series of actions performed according to a 

prescribed order. Like a routine, a ritual encompasses a sequence of activities, however the 

latter is also characterised by meaningful practices in terms of experiencing the process of 

the activity. While a routine is mundane and focuses on effective completion of steps, a ritual 

is about the feeling, enjoyment and excitement that the user experiences while following the 

ritual’s activities. So how does ritual work in the case of organic skincare? Members follow a 

set-up of everyday procedures that fit into their current lifestyle and these stages become 

mindless, obligatory and emotionally detached: ‘Wash your face, tone it and moisturise…’ In 

the case of a ritual, the user describes the emotions and feeling associated with skincare 

procedures: enjoying the aromatherapy treatment, loving mixing the ethereal oils, feeling 

rejuvenated afterwards. The user describes how uplifting, relaxing, mentally detoxifying, 

pampering and invigorating these procedures are.  
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Picture 3: Conceptual category – constructing 

 

4.6.4 Preserving 

 
Preserving is another category of ‘organic’ interpretations, which advocates traditional, 

home-made and recipe-based skincare with the use of natural plants, extracts and herbs, 

which can be purchased by an ‘organic’ consumer from the food market. ‘Organic’ in this 

category is mainly described in its basic and initial terms that characterise ‘organic’ farming: 

free from pesticides and chemical compounds, and grown in an ecologically friendly 

environment.  

 

Hence, ‘organic’ is interpreted as a long -existing and ‘old concept’, which has recently 

‘become trendy’ on the market and gained its popularity for commercial reasons. As a result, 

users with the constructed meaning of ‘organic’ are not particularly willing to purchase 

‘branded’ specialised skincare products available on the market and instead consume 
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organic compounds from the grocery market followed by preparing home-made and recipe-

informed skincare: 

 

At least 99% of the main ingredients can easily be purchased in a grocery shop: olive oils, 

clay powder or plant extracts. Mix them as the recipe says and the mask is ready to use...  

A user shares and exchanges their knowledge about different effective skincare recipes and 

experience with preparing skincare in home settings, which demonstrates how users enact 

the constructed meaning of ‘organic’ in the post-consumption phase: 

 

I love creating my own ‘organic’ skincare products at home. My favourite recipe is to mix a 

few drops of argan oil and mix it with honey. It works perfectly well as a night cream before 

going to bed. 
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Picture 4: Conceptual category – preserving 

 
 

4.6.5 Devaluing  

 
In this category the user rejects the notion of ‘organic’ by considering it a fashion trend, 

marketing trick and empty claims. The user with the constructed perception of ‘organic’ 

disbelieves that ‘organic’ represents anything more than conventional skincare does, 

because it is loosely defined and hardly regulated by the government. There is no system in 

place that can ensure and enforce the trustworthiness of ‘organic’ claims; therefore almost 

every company may claim to be organic to sell a conventional product at a higher price. 

Hence, this category represents how the user devalues the notion of ‘organic’ by mistrusting 

the authenticity of ‘organic’ characteristics. Hence, ‘organic’ has been invented purely for 

business strategies to sell a product at a higher price. The most frequent words that 
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characterise ‘organic’ in this group are: being overhyped, fabricated, and overpriced and 

fake: 

‘Organic’ is being raved about too much. Does an ‘organic’ label really add any value apart 

from a higher price tag? Nowadays literally every single skincare brand calls its brand 

‘organic’. Seems to be all fake. Don’t be fooled by the ‘organic’ logo!  

Unlike the previous categories of ‘organic’ interpretations, in this case users neither 

recognise ‘organic’ value in a product nor do they suggest criteria (as in the case of 

‘policing’) that could represent and ensure ‘organic’ authenticity. Instead they critically 

discuss and question the validity of ‘organic’ labels in skincare and in other non-skincare 

product categories. Unlike the case of ‘preserving’, where the user recognises the worth of 

‘organic’ farming and ‘organically grown food’, the user with the constructed interpretations 

in this category does not accept the value of a product labeled ‘organic’. 
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Picture 5: Conceptual category – devaluing 
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4.6.6 Initial conceptualization of the first set of data 
 
 
The previous sections have discussed four main categories of ‘organic’ interpretation and 

‘organic’ enactment by the user in pre- (post-) consumption stages. To summarise the 

findings and to aid further data conceptualization, the research has reviewed the whole set 

of memos written during the first stage of data collection and analysis. The example of one 

of the conceptual memos, which particularly contributed to the integration of conceptual 

categories, is provided by figure 4. 

 

  

Figure 4: A memo-writing example of integration of concepts 

 

The next section conceptualises these findings into a coherent diagram (figure 5), which 

demonstrates and emphasises the relations between the process of the construction of 

‘organic’ meaning and the user’s consumption practices of ‘organic’ skincare brands on the 

market.  

 

Each of the initially constructed categories (policing, constructing, preserving and devaluing) 

has been classified across the axes of the process of the meaning construction (either 

specifying or expanding the ‘organic’ concept) and consumption practices (either accepting 

or rejecting the notion of branded ‘organic’ skincare) into four quadrates presented in figure 
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5. The following paragraphs will further discuss each of the categories and their position in 

one of the quadrates in the diagram.  

 

Figure 5: Conceptual diagram – the processes of ‘organic’ meaning construction 

 

The ‘policing’ category represents the case when a user is willing to purchase a certified 

‘organic’ skincare brand, emphasising accreditation as the main criterion for ‘organic’ brands 

and therefore specifying the notion of ‘organic’ in skincare. In the posts, the users mostly 

share factual information about certificates, policies and regulations, which a user checks in 

a pre-consumption phase before purchasing a product. As long as it complies with the set-

up ‘organic’ standards, a user agrees to purchase available branded ‘organic’ skincare on 

the market.  

 

In the ‘constructing’ category users do not attempt to give any concrete definition of the term 

‘organic’; instead they predominantly share personal experience, customised practices and 

feelings involved in the process of using ‘organic’ skincare brands. Hence, by experiencing 
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and customising a variety of different ways of using ‘organic’ products and brands, users do 

not attempt to standardise or to unify the meaning of ‘organic’ in skincare. Instead they 

expand their notion of ‘organic’ beyond the label of a concept to the level of diverse and 

multiple customised practices grounded in experimenting and trying different brands. 

‘Preserving’ is another category, which demonstrates how a user specifies the meaning of 

‘organic’ by discussing it in the context of traditional skincare recipes and ‘organic’ farming. 

As a result, a user mainly purchases skincare ingredients and components from the food 

market to prepare home -made skincare. Users perceive ‘organic’ as an ‘old concept 

dressed in a fancy dress’, which implies that they are not particularly interested in 

purchasing branded ‘organic’ skincare products, by rejecting the notion of available ‘organic’ 

skincare products on the market. In the last category, labeled as ‘devaluing’, a user 

perceives ‘organic’ as a hype, a marketing trick and ‘something ephemeral’, doubting that 

even certified ‘organic’ brands comply with ‘organic’ standards, because of a lack of 

regulations, control of the ‘organic’ industry and clarity of ‘organic’ as a definition. Therefore 

a user generalises that ‘organic’ labels are empty claims that do not differentiate organic 

from non-organic product or add any particular value. Hence, a user rejects the idea of 

branded ‘organic’ skincare. Figure 5 summarises the processes of ‘organic’ meaning 

construction, which emerged from the first set of data.  
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Chapter 5: The Second Set of Data Collection and Analysis 

 

5.1. Purposive sampling of companies 

 
The initial search for companies-participants started off online and was guided by the 

following criteria: 1) ‘organic’ keyword on the official web page and 2) located in Russia 

(main office). Having identified the provisional list of suitable companies the next stage was 

to find out whether the selected company complies with the criterion of being a small 

enterprise and would be interested in participating in the research on marketing 

communications. As a result, the initial list comprised ten local small companies that 

marketed their brand as ‘organic’. The selected companies could be described as micro 

businesses, with less than 10 employees and revenues of less than 10,000$ per year. The 

initial idea was to interview at least two participants from each of the companies in charge of 

marketing and brand communication practices in the case of MCs practitioners. However, 

before the procedure with the actual interviews it appeared that the owners of the selected 

companies were also the main decision-maker in setting up and implementing the marketing 

communication strategies. The companies had no marketing department as such and rarely 

employed external marketing specialists, who would be consistently developing and 

maintaining marketing practices.  

 

5.2 Data-driven interview guide with the owner-managers  

 
Before initiating the process of interview collection, the research developed a preliminary 

interview guide, which encompassed three main sections. Section one was related to the 

preliminary ‘sense-making and enacting’ categories from the first set of data, i.e. policing, 

constructing, preserving and devaluing, which demonstrate the relations between how an 

‘organic’ consumer interprets, enacts and as a result purchases or refrain from purchasing 
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‘organic’ skincare brands. The first part of the interview section from the initially constructed 

interview guide aimed at the following: first, to find out whether the company uses the online 

forums as the sample of social media sources of consumer information in order to provide 

insight and to identify different types of ‘organic’ consumer groups; second, to shed light on 

whether it alternatively refers to other primary sources of information and identifies different 

‘organic’ consumer groups from what the research does; and third, to assess how the 

company analyses consumers’ perception of ‘organic’ skincare brands and whether it 

captures the relations between the processes of ‘sense-making’ of the ‘organic’ notion and 

acting towards ‘organic’ skincare brands accordingly, or the company understands and 

interprets consumers’ perception of ‘organic’ brands differently. By incorporating the first part 

of the interview into the interview guide the research aimed to provide insight into whether 

and how the company uses and analyses customer data and from what sources of 

information that data originate. However, during the course of research, it was revealed that 

the company does not specifically target an ‘organic’ customer and therefore it does not look 

into ‘organic’ online communities. Also, an interesting and surprising insight was discovered 

during the course of the interviews, i.e. that the company does not collect much (if any) 

primary data, relying more on benchmarking practices at the initial stage of business launch 

and market entrance, and only after establishing its presence does it initiate communication 

with a customer to gather insight into a product feedback. Given these findings an extensive 

range of questions from the first section of the interview guide devoted to an ‘organic’ 

consumer and the processes of ‘organic’ ‘sense-making and acting’ themes was not 

particularly relevant, though useful to identify that the company does not practice a customer 

centricity in this sense.  

 

The second section of the interview guide incorporated the questions related to the MCs 

phenomenon, particularly its meaning, value and conceptualisation from the practitioners’ 

point of view. The questions were meant to be addressed to marketing practitioners and 

brand managers; however, as in the case of the first part of the interview guide, most 



 90 

questions from that section did not appear to be particularly relevant due to the absence of 

corresponding marketing specialists in the interviewed companies. The owner-manager of a 

company in charge of marketing practices did not have a marketing background and 

therefore was not very familiar with the marketing terminology, including MCs. Therefore the 

research did not manage to provide much insight into the multiplicity of MCs 

conceptualisations and interpretations. 

 

Finally, the third section of the interview guide was focused on investigating how the 

company communicates the brand identity across its marketing channels and whether, and 

to what extent, it is informed by customer insight. Thus, the research looks into brand 

identity and customer centricity practices in order to evaluate whether the company practices 

some aspects of ‘outside-in’ or ‘inside-out’ MCs.  

 

Having elaborated the initial interview guide, it should also be noted that the collected 

interviews were semi-structured and data driven. The former means that the participant 

rather than the researcher led the interviews and the direction of the interview was not 

predetermined before it took place. The latter means that new themes were added during 

the course of the interviews depending on the data analysis and the need to explore the 

emerging codes. 

 

5.3 Intensive interviewing 

 
Intensive interviews mean a ‘gently guided one-sided conversation that explores experience 

with the research topic’ (Charmaz, 2006, p.56). The key ‘characteristics of intensive 

interviewing include the selection of research participants who have first-hand experience 

that fits the research topic, in-depth exploration of participants’ experience and situations, 

reliance on open-ended questions and obtaining detailed responses’ (Charmaz, 2006, p.56). 
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This research has focused on the owner-managers’ statements about their marketing 

(communication) experience, how they portrayed that experience, what challenges they 

have been facing ‘doing’ marketing in a particular way and why they have been ‘doing’ 

marketing in a particular way. Hence, the initial interview guide encompassed broad, open-

ended questions, which were continuously updated with new evolving themes and questions 

as the research progressed with subsequent data analysis. By creating open-ended 

questions, the objective was to encourage stories to emerge. Charmaz (2006) advises 

framing the interview questions in such a way that they enable ‘learning about participants’ 

views, experienced events and actions’ (Charmaz, 2006, p.29). In line with this thinking, the 

research developed the questions as follows: Tell me about marketing (communications) 

activities?  How would you describe your audience? How do you segment your customers? 

How do you find out about customer needs and preferences? How would you describe your 

brand? How does your brand differ from your competitors? What are the core attributes of 

your brand? Is there any unique conceptual underpinning of your brand and products that 

your produce? Could you tell me more about the brand message(s) you aim to communicate 

to your consumers? And Why? How do you think your customers perceive your brand? How 

has your marketing (communications) changed since the company entered the market? How 

do you see your business and brand in the case of a favourable market situation and 

sufficient resources? What new marketing practices would you employ in this case?  

 

As the research proceeded with conducting and analysing the interviews, some interview 

responses stood out and other interview statements clustered, which helped to identify the 

theoretical direction of the research. For instance, it became more evident that the 

interviewed companies characterised their business as having ‘restricted resources’ in 

relation to larger-scale international ‘organic’ skincare companies. Therefore during the 

course of data analysis it was important to provide more insight into what companies mean 

by ‘restricted resources’ and ‘unfavourable market situation’. Thus another set of interview 

questions was centered on the notion of the ‘restricted resources’ that small businesses face 
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on the market. At a later stage of data analysis, the research constructed the ‘restricted 

business self’ as the core category, which shapes, defines and directs the marketing 

communications of the interviewed small companies. The theoretical centrality of ‘the 

business self’ informed the subsequent interview questions, which aimed to find out how the 

owner-managers ‘desire’ to see their business and brand in a more favourable market 

situation and with sufficient resources. Thus, the content of the later interviews included 

questions that helped to assess the theoretical adequacy of the main conceptual category of 

the ‘business self’ by investigating its impact on marketing communications.  

 

5.4 Initial Coding 

 
This section will discuss the initial coding of the second set of data. Table 11 provides a brief 

example of coding alongside a section of interview transcript with codes in the left-hand 

margin.  

 

Not investing much into marketing We are not investing much into 
marketing, as we do not have a 
marketing department; neither do we 
outsource anyone to do marketing for us 
because we are not that sort of entity that 
has much to spend on it. Like advertising 
or packaging… We would rather spend 
this money on improving a product itself. 

Having no marketing department  

Not outsourcing marketing 

Not being an entity of a particular type 

Not having enough to spend on  
Marketing 

Spending more on a product quality 

Table 8: An example of coding alongside a section of interview transcript 

 

Whilst Charmaz (2006) emphasizes that ‘the researcher can code events, incidents and 

observations’ (p. 55); she also states that ‘’line-by-line coding […] can help one to ‘see the 

familiar in a new light’ and avoids arriving at ideas prematurely. Furthermore, it serves as an 

‘excellent heuristic device for the initial coding of intensive interviews’ as [it reaches] into the 
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fundamentals of the words used and [brings] to light ‘more directions to consider’ and 

‘expresses emergent links between processes in the data’’ (Charmaz, 2008, p. 164). 

However, though there is a value of line-by-line coding in its flexibility, capture of surface 

impressions and the fluidity of the meaning units, during the course of further and deeper 

data analysis the initial codes often get reconstructed and relabeled. Hence, the limitations 

of the initial stage of coding should be appreciated.   

 

Having generated over 2178 initial codes, many of them were relabeled at a later stage of 

analysis to make sure the earlier constructed codes transcend analytic sense to categorise 

the data incisively and completely. Another reason for relabeling the initially generated 

codes was that initial coding mostly captured explicit meaning in the data because the data 

were not broken down into meaningful units. While doing focused coding and considering 

larger parts of data, the implicit side of the data, which was discerned initially, started to 

emerge.  

 

For instance, the initial codes of ‘not investing into marketing’, ‘having no marketing 

department’ and ‘not outsourcing marketing’, which initially appeared from the lines of the 

transcribed data in the initial stage of coding, were later on subsumed into a category of 

‘perceiving business as small’. Having constructed the initial codes the research 

commenced on conducting focused coding.  This stage of coding is discussed in more detail 

in the following section.  
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5.5 Focused coding 

 
This section will cover the stages of focused coding beginning with clustering codes from the 

interview margins into groups and then followed by merging them into the preliminary 

clusters and larger conglomerates.  

 

Focused coding, from the Charmaz’s (2006) perspective is merging a few lines of 

transcribed data from the interview margins and then analyzing the value of the codes for 

further data stages of data coding. Hence, focused coding generated new labels that 

encompassed and represented the initial codes the most.   

 

Apart from the codes embedded in chunks of the interview transcripts, Charmaz and Smith 

(2003) contend there are also codes, which transcend across the data and require a skill of 

interpretation and immersion. With this in mind, the research remained open to the 

emergence of new data takes and accommodation to the provisional units of analysis. 

Hence, in line with the Charmaz’s principles of data analysis, this research not only coded 

the participants’ words from the lines of the interview transcripts, but also aimed to capture 

the literal meaning of larger units of the data. The main challenge was to identify the codes 

with a more analytic power and relevance to further stages of data analysis.   

 

‘’When faced with a set of transcripts from a number of participants, it was not immediately 

obvious which codes could be developed in order to […] ‘cut across the interviews’ 

(Charmaz, 2008b, p. 322) and ‘carry the weight of the analysis’’ (p. 164). To select the most 

‘salient’ and ‘telling’ codes from the initially emerged codes, first the most frequent and 

relevant ones have been clustered into groups, and second, they were then integrated with 

memos and presented in a diagram visually.  
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The idea of using diagrams at the level of focused coding was to integrate all together the 

focused codes from the interview transcripts with the memos, which did not necessarily 

emerge in the data (but were thoughts about the data). Employing the strategy of a visual 

diagram could help with rendering the decision on the selection of the focused codes more 

transparent, by scrutinising the adequacy of the focused codes and also seeing whether the 

focused codes have analytic value for further coding procedures. In addition, having the 

cluster groups together with memos in the same diagram could also help to coagulate the 

clusters in order to see the link between a brand, a company and a customer (research 

objective), to raise further analytic questions and to provisionally develop relations (threads) 

between the coagulations. This strategy is not by any means an attempt to prematurely 

construct categories, which is done at the later stage of theoretical coding, but rather it is an 

attempt to start seeing the data as part of the broader scheme.  

 

5.5.1Clustering codes from the interview margins into groups 

 
This section will demonstrate how the initial codes from the interview margins have been 

grouped together into clusters. The salient codes from the initial stage of coding have been 

selected on the basis of relevance to the research project and the code frequency across the 

data. Having generated a substantial number of focused codes (712 codes), they have then 

been clustered into nine tentative clusters in relation to the interview themes (Table 12).  
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Interview themes In vivo code examples Group cluster 
Strategic use of ‘organic’ 
in marketing 
communications  

Using ‘magic’ local 
ingredients, Russian time-
proven recipes; not being 
certified organic yet 

 Developing a new brand 
concept of ‘being locally 
grown and recipe-based’ 

Familiarity with the term 
MCs 

Not operating with marketing 
terms, not coming across the 
term 

Being unfamiliar with the 
term MCs  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Marketing 
communications 

practices with regard to 
brand and customer 

orientation 
 

Benchmarking similar 
businesses, reading reports, 
having a look at ‘other 
websites’  

Identifying the target 
audience through 
benchmarking 

Russian customer searching 
for affordable but chemical-
free skincare 

Targeting a local customer 
with average income and 
interest in natural products 

Positioning oneself as 
‘organic and affordable’, 
appearing as a natural and 
local company 

Developing an ‘organic and 
affordable’ skincare 

Responding to online 
comments, providing 
customers with actual in-
store experience 

Interacting with a customer 
online and offline 
 
 

Collecting customer 
feedback from social media, 
being updated about 
products by retailers  

Capturing a customer 
product feedback 
 

A company’s perception 
of its business 

Still growing, doing a small 
business, emerging, not 
planning to expand 

Perceiving business as 
‘small’ 

Having no financial 
resources, restricted power 
on the market, not being a 
brand, not investing much 
into marketing  

Having restricted capabilities 
and position on the market 

Table 9: A cluster table of the initial codes that emerged from the interview transcripts 

The first eight clusters (shown in bold) show high analytic relevance to the initially 

constructed interview themes related to MCs and the strategic use of the ‘organic’ concept in 

marketing communications emerging from the first set of data. The ninth interview theme 

labeled ‘a company’s perception of its business was added in the course of interviews to 

provide insight into the cluster groups related to that theme. 

 

The most frequently occurring initial codes that represent the interview theme of ‘strategic 

use of “organic” in marketing communications’ show that the interviewed companies did not 

put much emphasis in marketing on ‘being organic’ and some of them were ‘only planning to 

get certified’. Instead, the participants developed a new brand concept extensively marketing 
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the idea of ‘being a locally grown and recipe-based’ company. Therefore the initially 

constructed questions related to the importance of organic in branding that emerged from 

the first set of data were not particularly helpful for interviews with managers. Instead, they 

had to be reformulated into questions about brand concepts that managers themselves 

decide to emphasise in marketing communications.  

 

The interview theme of ‘familiarity with the term MCs’ demonstrated that the term IMCs was 

unknown to the interviewed managers and they were unable to define MCs. Moreover, the 

participants also acknowledged that they did not use marketing extensively. Therefore 

instead of direct MCs questions, the interview guide was based around some key principles 

and perspectives related to MCs. This approach seemed to be working because although 

the participants had not come across the term MCs, they described some marketing 

practices that could be conceptualised and discussed in the context of MCs later on. At this 

stage they were classified under ‘marketing communications practices with regard to brand 

and customer orientation’. Among them are interacting with a customer online and offline; 

identifying the target audience through benchmarking; capturing customer feedback. Other 

clusters that emerged under that theme were ‘targeting a local customer with average 

income and interest in natural products’ and ‘developing a “natural and affordable” skincare’. 

These two clusters demonstrate some link with the brand concept of ‘being locally grown 

and recipe-based’. However, they still raise a number of questions that will be further 

explored at later stages of analysis. These include: Why do companies target a local 

customer with average income and not a premium customer? Why do they mainly produce 

affordable natural skincare?  

 

Getting back to the themes about marketing communications practices, it could be assumed 

that even though the interviewees emphasised ‘hardly doing any marketing’ (‘not having 

their own marketing department’, ‘not outsourcing marketing’, ‘not having enough to spend 

on marketing’) they still practiced some of its principles. However, the participants’ 
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evaluations of ‘not doing much marketing’ raised a number of questions in memos: Does 

managers’ unfamiliarity with the term MCs mean that they have no marketing background as 

such? Is that only the result of limited resources as managers mentioned? Or could it also 

be that managers have created their own identity of ‘being a small business’ in terms of one 

‘deprived of sufficient resources’? If so, could that lead to benchmarking marketing practices 

that reflect the identity of a small business? Assuming that the business identification plays 

its role in, and impact on, the marketing practices of the interviewed companies, because the 

participants often opposed themselves to larger-scale businesses and compared themselves 

with smaller companies, when talking about their own business, the research added 

another interview theme to the interview guide labeled a company’s perception of 

one’s business in order to provide insight into the cluster groups of ‘perceiving business as 

small’ and ‘having restricted capabilities’ and to understand their impact on marketing 

practices.  

 

5.5.2 Construction of the diagrams to aid analytic memo writing 

 
This section will aim to visually combine the initially constructed clusters with the memos to 

aid further analytic memo writing and a conceptual take on the data. Workable cluster 

groups that transcend across the data were still in progress at the stage of focused coding; 

therefore, until the later stage of theoretical coding they were subjected to continuous 

analytic refinement, whereas a visual picture was systematically built up and amended, 

thereby remaining fluid until the construction of a core category. For that reason, the 

relations between conglomerates at this stage may seem a bit looser and would need a 

further refinement at a later stage of analysis.  

 

Employing the strategy of adding focused codes to the diagram also helped with rendering 

them more transparent in a visual manner and in starting to view them as part of the same 
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picture. Attaching comments next to codes on a visual diagram stimulated analytic thinking 

and codes integration more productively than writing memos in text about every single 

preliminary code in the data. Charmaz (2008) does not particularly mention the use of a 

visual diagramming as an analytic tool in data analysis, more advocating for a ‘story-telling’ 

type of memos. Though this research has been consistently writing textual memos 

throughout the stage of data analysis, the codes and memos were later on connected 

visually. That in its turn prompted the emergence of new narrative memos, whereas some of 

them became part of the final presentation of the grounded theory.    

 

Picture 6 visually demonstrates the process of combining some of the provisional clusters 

from the first stage of focused coding. It visually shows three main conglomerates: 1) 

company orientation; 2) brand-customer orientation; and 3) customer orientation presented 

in bigger translucent circles, which in their turn contain smaller group clusters marked in 

grey. The callouts in the diagram include the memos that visualize the process of 

interpreting codes and the rectangles contain memos-questions that aid analytic thinking 

and elaborate the relations between the clusters and conglomerates marked in red, blue and 

green.  
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Picture 6: The construction of diagrams to aid analytic memo writing (Please note that this diagram is to demonstrate the process of data analysis rather than the content)
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5.5.3 Company orientation conglomerate 

 
The company orientation reflects a company’s perception of its business on the 

‘perceiving business as small’ ‘being unfamiliar with the term MCs’ and ‘having 

restricted capabilities and position on the market’. The first cluster includes the codes 

where participants describe the difficulties of running business on the market 

because of restricted financial and human resources as well as limited market power 

in comparison with larger international companies. Due to its small budget, the 

company does not ‘invest into marketing’ as it neither has any marketing department 

nor outsources marketing specialists, which restrictively implements marketing 

practices and hardly operates on marketing terms, which explains the reason for ‘not 

coming across the term MCs’ and ‘other marketing concepts’. While having 

established the loose provisional links between the three clusters, the research 

needed to provide insight into a range of questions raised in memos for those 

clusters in that conglomerate. Some of them are presented in a diagram. They 

include: What does ‘small company’ conceptually imply? How does it fit with 

marketing practices? How does the evaluative process ‘of defining the business self’ 

take place? Do primary market research and market specialists evidence that 

evaluative process? Or is that more the result of subjective managers’ evaluations? 

What causes such evaluations?  

5.5.4 Brand-customer orientation conglomerate 

 
The second conglomerate, labeled ‘brand-customer identification’, describes how a 

company adapts its brand identity to a targeted customer. It is comprised of three 

main cluster groups: 1) developing a brand concept of ‘being locally grown and 

recipe-based’; 2) targeting a local customer with average income and an interest in 

natural products; 3) developing an ‘organic and affordable’ skincare. A few 
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interesting analytic insights have been made. In the interviews, the participants did 

not identify their brand with ‘being organic’ as much as they did with the brand 

concept of ‘being locally grown and recipe-based’. In that sense that brand concept 

gives the interviewed companies a competitive advantage over larger-scale 

international organic companies with non-local origins. Differentiating a brand 

conceptually from larger counterparts presumably helps a small business to position 

its business differently from larger rivals and to appeal to a local segment of 

customers interested in natural products prepared following Russian skincare 

traditions. Likewise, the decision of a small business to target a local customer with 

an average income on the local market and to market its business as a mid-priced 

brand could also be because most of the larger-scale businesses mainly target a 

premium customer with more expensive, premium and ‘certified organic products’.  

 

To summarise, as a small business perceives itself as being incompatible with larger-

scale ones in terms of financial resources and market power, it could be assumed 

that as a result of that the former develops a responsive strategy based on 

positioning itself conceptually differently and targeting a different type of customer on 

the market. Once the company identifies and develops the identity of being a small 

business it starts practicing marketing in a way those small businesses commonly do 

on the market and benchmarks most of its marketing practices. Thus, Pic.6 has 

visually linked the customer orientation conglomerate with a company orientation one 

(marked with a blue line) as well as a brand-customer orientation with a company 

orientation (marked with a red line). The relations between these conglomerates will 

be discussed in more detail in the theoretical coding.  
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5.5.5 Customer orientation conglomerate 

 

The third conglomerate, provisionally labeled ‘customer orientation’, describes the 

way a company develops relations and interacts with a customer. This conglomerate 

is comprised of three main clusters: 1) interacting with a customer online and offline; 

2) capturing a customer’s product feedback; 3) identifying a target audience through 

benchmarking. As previously mentioned, a company mainly benchmarks a customer 

of similar types of local small and organic businesses operating locally in Russia. 

Could it then be assumed that a company only uses secondary market sources to 

identify its customers? Does that imply a lack of primary research and customer 

orientation? These questions have been raised in memos to aid further analytic 

discussion at a later stage of data analysis. With regard to the choice of channels for 

interactivity, a company mainly uses a website and some locally popular social media 

platforms to communicate and collect online customer comments and posts about 

products. In addition, it also actively distributes its products through a third party such 

as small in-store retailers. Distributing products through in-store retailers was first 

and foremost valued by small businesses in terms of ‘providing in-store experience 

for a customer’ and getting customer product feedback (through retailers) offline. 

Therefore this marketing practice has been considered an interactive act and has 

been placed in the conglomerate of relations with customers. In terms of customer 

orientation, and particularly collecting customer feedback, it seemed that the 

participants were mainly concerned about customer product feedback captured both 

online and through retailers. The research needed to provide further insight into the 

process of collecting and capturing customer data by small companies and whether 

and why small companies mainly limit themselves to product feedback. What about 

other types of feedback such as customers’ comments on customer service, brand 

perception or campaign attitudes, for example? Do small businesses intentionally 
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collect mainly product-related feedback? Are there certain obstacles that prevent 

them from capturing other types of feedback? Though not yet clear at that stage, it 

was however assumed that the identity of a small business, reflected in a restricted 

use of technology and marketing and particular benchmarked practices, might also 

have some impact on the process of collecting limited customer data. Therefore the 

research provisionally linked the customer and company orientation conglomerates 

together (marked with a blue line), although it needed to provide more insight into 

why a company mainly collects product-related customer feedback.  
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5.6 Theoretical coding 

5.6.1 Overview of the diagram and theoretical coding 

 
Table 13 represents the reflective coding matrix of this research that helped to 

develop a relational hierarchy of major categories and to contextualise the core 

category. It serves the purpose of enhancing the clarity of the relationships drawn 

between the categories and verifies the exhaustiveness of the phenomenon of focus.  

 

Category Becoming aware 
of the restricted 
business self 

Enacting a core 
brand identity 
through a 
customer’s 
national identity 

Interacting with a 
customer  

Capturing 
customer 
feedback  

What Defining one’s 
business as mall 
and associating 
one’s business 
with other small 
businesses 

Developing a 
brand identity 
concept congruent 
with a customer 
national identity 
 

Distributing through 
small retailers and 
marketing online 
through social media 
platforms and the 
interactive website  
 

Restrictively 
using CRM 
and database 
marketing 
 

When Before launching 
business  

Before launching 
business 

Entering the market Entering the 
market 

Where Within interaction 
with small 
businesses and 
media sources 

Within the limits of 
benchmarking 
practices 

Through direct and 
indirect channels 

Through 
online and 
offline 
sources 

How Subjectively 
evaluating one’s 
business capacity 

By targeting a 
national identity of 
a local customer 
and an average 
income customer 
with the mid-
priced brand and 
then framing the 
brand through 
local folk traditions 
 

Collecting offline 
customer feedback; 
providing in-store 
experience for a 
customer; initiating 
communication; 
responding to 
customers’ posts; 
collecting online 
customer feedback 
 

Using the 
most frequent 
feedback 
describing a 
customer’s 
direct product 
experience 
 

Why Having limited 
financial 
resources, not 
being able to 
invest into 
marketing 

Brand-customer 
identity relations 
are shaped by the 
‘restricted 
business self’ 

Benchmarking 
practices are shaped 
correspondingly with 
the ‘restricted 
business self’ 

Customer 
interaction is 
shaped by 
the ‘restricted 
business self’ 

Consequence Benchmarking 
practices 

Developing a 
brand identity 
concept congruent 
with a customer 
national identity 
 

Collecting online and 
offline customer 
feedback 

Becoming 
aware of the 
restricted 
business self 

Table 10: The Reflective Coding Matrix 
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Table 14 demonstrates how the initially constructed categories (table13) have been 

colour-marked to facilitate subsequent data analysis and to visually demonstrate the 

relationships between the higher analytic level of concepts and the lower level of 

properties. The four main conceptual categories have been placed in a larger dark-

grey block. A lighter-grey block frames the subsumed categories. And, finally, the 

properties have been classified in a light-grey block.  

 

Building blocks      Colour Indicator Data constructs 

Concept (conceptual 
category) 
The underlying meaning, 
uniformity and/or pattern 
within a set of descriptive 
incidents (Scott, 2004, 
p.37) 
 

 1. Becoming aware of ‘the 
restricted business 
identity’ 
2. Enacting a core brand 
identity through a 
customer’s self 
3. Interacting with a 
customer  
4. Capturing customer 
feedback  

Category 
A type of concept, usually 
used for a higher level of 
abstraction (p.37) 

 

Perceiving business as 
small; developing a brand 
identity concept congruent 
with a customer identity; 
distributing through small 
retailers; marketing online 
through social media 
platforms and the website 
 

Property 
A type of concept that is a 
conceptual characteristic 
of a category, thus a 
lesser level of abstraction 
than a category.  
A property is a concept of 
a concept (p. 38). 
 

 Subjectively evaluating 
one’s capabilities and 
position on the market; 
lacking market 
information; targeting a 
domestic customer with a 
national identity; 
positioning oneself as a 
mid-priced organic brand; 
framing brand through 
local folk traditions; 
collecting offline customer 
feedback, providing in-
store experience for a 
customer; initiating 
communication, 
responding to customers’  

Table 11. Colour indicators of building blocks from theoretical sampling
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5.6.2 Brief overview of theoretical coding 

 
Before entering the market, the owner of a small company, who also acts as the 

manager of the business, aims to evaluate the market situation by directly interacting 

with and consulting similar types of businesses on the local market. Most of the 

gathered information is centred around the difficulties and restrictions that a small 

business faces on the market. The media discourses and collaboration between 

small businesses strengthen the development of a restricted business identity that 

characterises small businesses as having limited finance, basic marketing practices 

and an unfavourable market situation, especially in relation to larger-scale 

international companies.  As a result, the small company disidentifies itself from 

larger-scale counterparts and benchmarks ‘opposed to larger-scale businesses’ 

marketing practices implemented by small businesses on the market. For instance, in 

response to larger-scale international counterparts, the small company develops a 

‘self-labeled organic and mid-priced’ skincare brand to make its products more 

affordable to a local customer with an average income on the market. The idea of 

positioning itself as an affordable ‘organic’ skincare product is conceptually different 

from the majority of international certified ‘organic’ skincare brands, which tend to 

produce premium luxury skincare products.  

 

To appeal to a local customer on the market, the small business communicates its 

brand identity with the help of folk traditions grounded in the use of Russian skincare 

recipes and the magical power of local herbs. The concept of folk traditions is 

consistently transcended across all product lines, which demonstrates the coherence 

of brand identity and brand integration in this case.  
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Apart from communicating a brand in a particular way, a company also cooperates 

and creates a strong union with smaller retailers on the market. This could be 

considered an act of coping with the restricted market power compared to the more 

extensive and well-established networking of larger-scale businesses.  Such 

cooperation enables companies to interact with a customer indirectly by providing a 

valuable in-store experience and as a result also collect customer feedback from 

retailers. The other way a small company interacts with a customer and 

communicates its products is by means of selling products directly to a customer 

online and collecting customer feedback from the website and social media 

platforms. E-commerce is one of the few marketing channels that small businesses 

evaluate as being more affordable for communicating with a customer than traditional 

channels mainly used by larger companies with well-established brands.    

 

The same pattern of collecting and analysing a customer’s feedback also signifies 

the benchmarked marketing practices of small businesses developed in full 

awareness of the restricted business self. First, the company does not seem to be 

willing to invest and implement database marketing or CRM software (at the 

analytical level) that could help them collect an individual customer’s feedback from 

extensive sources, considering it ‘to be unnecessary and too expensive for a small 

business’. As a result, it is mostly limited to capturing the customer feedback 

collected mainly through retailers and a few online platforms. That feedback is mainly 

a product-related one (in comparison to complex brand-informed discourses) that 

could easily be observed and manually captured from the website and a few social 

platforms initiated by a company. It could be assumed that in the case of CRM 

implementation or database marketing, a company could potentially track and gather 

more extensive brand- and service- or company-related feedback (not only limited to 

a product) from different platforms. The evaluations in a customer’s feedback are 

equally accompanied by a company’s ‘self-awareness of the restricted business self’ 
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when mentioning selecting the most frequently occurring product feedback that a 

company can financially take.   

5.6.3 Core conceptual category: ‘Becoming aware of the restricted business self’ 

 
This section will discuss how the core conceptual category has been constructed, its 

analytic ‘weight’ and how it relates to other categories in the research. According to 

Strauss and Corbin (1998), ‘the core category is supposed to have analytic power, 

which gives it the ability to pull other categories together to form an explanatory 

whole’ (p. 146). During the theoretical coding the research compares codes with 

codes; and codes with categories in order to identify the core category, which would 

relate to the rest of the constructed units. The processes of splitting, refinement and 

subsequent reassignment of codes, categories and memos supports the comparative 

analysis. Hence, during the course of such analysis, the category of ‘becoming 

aware of the restricted business self’ has been constructed as the core conceptual 

category for its analytic power to bind together other categories in the data related to 

the MCs marketing practices.   

 

The research was first initiated with the construction of descriptive codes and 

evaluative codes. The descriptive codes delineate the difficulties of starting off and 

running a small business on the market because of: having no power on the market, 

having limited financial resources, not having brand heritage and not being able to 

invest into marketing. Throughout the initial and focused coding the research 

generated 134 descriptive codes.  

 

The evaluative codes are related to participants’ assessment of their business, where 

they give their own explanations and grounds for assessing and measuring business 

capabilities, which result in ‘defining one’s business as small.’ Having generated a 
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set of codes describing the difficulties that small businesses face on the market, 

another set of codes was related to the lack of market evidence supporting those 

participants’ perceptions of their financial capabilities. For instance, the excerpt 

below demonstrates that the owner makes a decision not to raise funds through a 

bank, merely relying on ‘what a friend said’ who ‘had a business for over 20 years’: 

 

To get a loan you need to have a good credit history…we had no credit history 

[laugh] and did not even try to refer to a bank. We had no chance at all until we could 

show a good score…This is what my friend said, who had a business for over 20 

years… [Thank God] we managed to raise money from personal accounts to start 

up, but it was not easy at all. 

 

This excerpt demonstrates the role of a friend’s opinion in making a decision on 

getting a loan from a bank, which substitutes rigorous market research information 

and first-hand expert advice to evaluate the chances of getting a loan more 

objectively.  

 

The excerpt below shows that managers may also underinvest into marketing 

because of their belief, supported by information from the media, that marketing does 

not necessarily ‘bring its rewards’. As in the first example, that belief is not well -

evidenced by the actual market research, which raises the question of whether it 

actually represents the perceived market situation. The excerpt below shows how 

‘seeing information about the marketing practices of a small and global brand 

somewhere in a newspaper’ shapes a company’s understanding of marketing 

practices.  

 

We are not investing much into marketing [traditional marketing], because we believe 

social media does a good job for us and it is for free…not even sure whether 
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extensive marketing brings its rewards… I think even if we had sufficient funds we 

would rather spend them on improving the quality of the product. We think, and I’ve 

seen it somewhere [later clarified that it was in a newspaper], that a consumer is 

often willing to try a simple and less marketed brand of a small recently emerged 

company than an overhyped and over marketed product from a well-known brand.  

 

This excerpt shows that a small business relies heavily on media as the main source 

for acquiring general business information, instead of seeking advice from experts in 

the business field to get more reliable and relevant information regarding one’s 

business. In the following excerpt the participant describes the difficulties of 

cooperating with large retailers, as these prefer to contract more-established brands 

on the market. In other words, the participant delineates the restricted market power 

that small companies experience on the market; however, at the same time he does 

not elaborate on the reasons for those claims. Instead the participant considers it to 

be a ‘taken for granted’ belief that ‘we know’.  

 

Thanks to being e-commerce, we are doing okay. Physical retail stores have to pay 

up a lot more to rent one of their store locations. That saves us lots in the costs of 

distributing our products to customers. We would love to have our products displayed 

in big stores, but as we know, they usually go for a contract with large companies 

and more famous brands. 

 

The participant further explained the value of partnering with small retailers on the 

market since as small e-commerce businesses they are able to provide customers 

with the full customer experience and compete with other companies. In analysing 

the excerpt above and linking it with further provided information, it could be 

assumed that partnering and interacting with other small businesses on the market 

leads to some beliefs that managers hold about small businesses. It could be 
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assumed that the phrase ‘as we know’ in this particular excerpt signifies the power of 

interaction between the managers of small businesses in shaping business practices.   

 

Throughout the data analysis, it was observed that the managers make those 

evaluations subjectively lacking rigorous market research or first-hand expert 

information. Instead they mainly refer to the discourses from owners of small 

businesses, friends and media sources. That implies that those evaluations tend to 

be more intuitive rather than well grounded as they initially may appear. While it can 

be appreciated that microbusinesses experience difficulties on the market and a 

number of difficulties (even in the case of profit making) in comparison with larger 

counterparts, this implies that a lack of sufficient market information and a poor 

business background of the owners/managers who are in charge of the whole 

business and often the only decision-makers prevents the business from being 

objectively evaluated. Often being the only manager of a micro company, an owner is 

highly involved in most of the business operations from the very first stage of the 

company’s emergence. Before launching the business they start interacting with 

other managers of small businesses operating locally in the same industry while 

acquiring information about small businesses from secondary sources. Eventually, 

that interaction results in a strong association of their business with other small 

businesses and identification of a ‘small’ business as one deprived of sufficient 

financial resources and market power (diagram 2). Since the interviewed managers 

hardly rely on primary research and expert advice to assess the external situation on 

the market, one of the main properties of the category of ‘defining one’s business as 

small’ has been constructed as ‘subjectively evaluating one’s business’. 

Conceptually, the identity that a manager holds about one’s business and small 

businesses in general has a substantial impact on marketing (communication) 

practices and the core underpinnings of MCs. That will further be demonstrated in 

the later stages of theoretical coding and theoretical sampling.  
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Diagram 1: Construction of the conceptual category ‘Becoming aware of the restricted 
business self’ 

 
The next section will elaborate on the process of conceptualisation of the core 

category by referring to the literature on symbolic interactionism and in particular its 

premises of –self-concept. 

 

5.6.4 Conceptualising the core category of ‘becoming aware of the restricted 

business self’ 

 

This section will demonstrate how the core category has been conceptualised by 

referring to the premises of symbolic interactionism and particularly to the idea of 

self-concept. Turner (2000) defines self-concept as ‘relatively stable, organised 

attributes, values and judgments through which a person identifies him- or herself’ (p. 

268). ‘Self-concept is predicted on taken-for-granted ways of thinking, feeling and 

acting that become defining characteristics of an individual and distinguish him or her 

from other people’ (p.269). The interactionism tradition emphasizes that ‘self’ 

becomes enacted when one interacts or related oneself to ‘others’. The ‘relational’ 

aspect of ‘self’ originates from the Chicago School and is associated with such 

scholars as James, Cooley, Mead and Blumer (Denzin, 2008). ‘At the heart of 

relational approaches is the notion that self requires other people; indeed, the locus 
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of the self is in the social space he or she occupies with others’ (Hewitt, 2000, p.90). 

The symbolic interactionism tradition upholds the view that the self becomes enacted 

during interaction with others.   

 

From the interactional perspective, the participants demonstrate that the process of 

the business ‘self’ construction has been mainly taking place through direct 

interaction with business parties on the market. This interactive experience results in 

‘taken for granted’ (‘as we know’) beliefs about the market position and overall place 

of a small business in Russia, which in their turn shape and define a small business’s 

marketing practices. From the relational perspective, the present research 

demonstrates that while the manager starts associating one’s business with other 

small counterparts on the market, one also disassociates themselves and one’s 

company from larger-scale rivals in the industry.  

 

In line with symbolic interactionism thinking, the present research demonstrates first 

how the small organic skincare business in Russia constructs the identity of a locally 

discoursed ‘small’ company through informal interaction with other small companies 

on the market, which have positioned themselves in relation to larger-scale 

international businesses; and second, how the ‘small’ company enacts the 

constructed identity through benchmarking the marketing communication practices 

common for ‘small businesses’. This research has identified the following ‘inside-out’ 

marketing communications practices impacted by the ‘restricted business self’: 

developing a conceptually distinct brand identity, interacting with a customer online 

and indirectly (through retailers offline), and capturing customer data while being 

restricted by the available information and communication technology. In MCs 

literature, SMEs do not tend to efficiently manage the marketing communication 

planning (Gabrielli and Balboni, 2010). One reason for this shortcoming is that small 

firms have certain limitations such as scarce resources related, for example, to 
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finance, time and marketing skills (Gilmore et al., 2001), a lack of sufficient 

theoretical underpinning knowledge, scant data about the financial performance, 

investment and influential specialists to achieve a desirable success in business, 

including (Schultz et al., 2013).   

 

 Although, to some extent, it is self-evident that small companies in general may 

often lack the discussed resources to fully implement MCs, this research also argues 

that the company’s business identification, the perception of one’s business and 

evaluations of one’s capacity ingrained in the existing local beliefs and discourses 

have a significant impact on the choice and practice of marketing communications. 

Once the identity of a ‘small business’ has been developed, the company will enact 

that identity by benchmarking the marketing practices that represent that identity.  

 

Developing the business ‘self’ mainly through interaction with similar kinds of 

businesses could also be especially relevant to the case of emerging markets and a 

collectivist culture rich in informal business communities with a tendency to promote 

a locally ‘discoursed’ business identity. Though it is not the intent of this research to 

go into detailed discussion on the cultural aspect and its impact on MCs, leaving this 

for future research studies in this area, it is still important to highlight that the concept 

of the business ‘self’ could be subjective in relation to cultural and market settings, 

which in turn may have different implications for MCs practices.  

 

It should be accounted, that developing markets are culturally and economically 

different from established ones. Hence, merely using the marketing concepts of 

established markets without adapting them to the peculiarities of the local context will 

not work. For instance, culture wise emerging markets tend to represent communal 

rather than individualistic society if not in practice, at least in thinking, which in its turn 

affects the whole process of decision-making. In collectivist culture, families, 
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communities, social groups and other networks are much more important than in the 

established individualistic Western markets (Schultz and Malthouse, 2017). In this 

sense it is also important to understand the relevance and importance of the socio-

historical and cultural context in relations to business dynamics. In line with this 

thinking, this research for example demonstrates how close and less formal relations 

of business owners, which take place in the settings of distinct Russian culture shape 

and define the construction of their business identity and marketing practices of their 

companies.  Given that Russia has experienced a rapid transition from a centrally 

planned to a market-free economy, local businesses face the difficulty of competing 

against international companies without being equipped with sufficient skills and 

trainings (Kihlgren, 2003, Kontorovich, 1999, Zhuplev and Shtykhno, 2009, Zhuplev, 

2009). Owing to that, businesses in Russia in general, and specifically small entities, 

tend to perceive themselves as being less competitive in international market in 

relations to larger-scale counterparts. This results in the collective construction of a 

‘restricted business self’ identity of the interviewed owners of local small businesses.  

A lack of available data, logistical systems, business education in the consumer 

culture, management skills still characterize Russian companies, which faced the 

unfriendly environment of saturated markets, intense competition and 

commoditization (Fey and Shekshnia, 2011, Jain, 2006). Western-informed 

programmes, as for instance MBA, are only gaining their popularity on the market, 

and contemporary Russian marketing practices cover only a fragment of the 

spectrum of them observed in other nations. Hence, the overall spectrum of 

marketing activities of Russian businesses is relatively low in comparison with 

international counterparts (May et al., 2005).   

 

This explains the absence of the marketing departments per se and relevant 

specialists in the marketing (communications) field in the businesses of the 

interviewed participants. The ‘small’ company restricted in terms of financial 
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resources is poorly supported by external specialists and hardly ever refers to 

advertising agencies for help due to financial restrictions. As a result, the company 

with such a structure becomes fully managed by the owner-manager, who 

sometimes, despite having a sufficient background in marketing or business, is the 

main decision-maker on the company’s direction, brand communications and 

marketing practices.  

 

5.6.5 Conceptual category: ‘Enacting a core brand identity through a national 

customer’s self-concept’ 

 
Having identified their business with smaller-scale companies on the local market, 

the managers initiate marketing practices solely employed by smaller companies. 

These marketing activities mainly aim to differentiate a small business from larger 

international counterparts and to gain a distinctive market position in order to stand 

out as a brand to a local customer. Thus, a small business, for instance, benchmarks 

‘with confidence’ a customer-brand position of other small businesses by 

appropriating the idea of appealing to a local customer through the brand concept 

grounded in folk traditions: 

 

Before going into the market, we first started by searching for small businesses in the 

segment of local natural skincare to get insight into the way they serve their 

customers with the intention of benchmarking some of their ideas […] We considered 

some of their ideas on their product lines, website organisation, social media 

initiatives etc. Most importantly [informal chats with other business owners] gave us 

the idea about the targeted customer, and his/her main characteristics, which in turn 

helped us to figure out how to approach the customer. Most of the local skincare 

businesses focus on a local customer and prefer to appear as a truly traditional 
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brand. We liked that idea! And we were confident that the same approach would 

work for us.  

 

The excerpt above demonstrates that the interviewed company decides to target the 

same segment of local customers as other similar types of businesses do, whereas 

the main characteristics of that customer are mainly depicted by means of exploring 

secondary sources of information about similar types of businesses in the industry. 

The next excerpt further demonstrates the lack of information that small businesses 

hold about their potential customers and as a result the lack of customer 

segmentation before launching business:  

 

We are focusing on a local customer with an average income in Russia and therefore 

position most of our products as mid-priced. Yes, we are indeed a mid-priced and 

very much an affordable brand…. Instead of labeling ourselves as a premium brand 

as most of our organic larger-scale competitors do, we offer good-quality chemical-

free products at a fraction of the prices. It is challenging, as we have to cut our 

expenses on branding, fancy packaging and that ‘extra staff’ not to compromise on 

product quality. 

 

The main targeted group of small organic skincare business is oriented towards quite 

a broad customer group, which potentially encompasses all local customers with an 

average income on the market. Thus, it positions its brand as a mid-priced one to be 

affordable to the targeted local audience. The company does not give any further 

information on different subgroups or other customer segments it is interested in 

marketing its products to. It could therefore be inferred that secondary sources of 

similar types of businesses provide the interviewed companies with hardly any 

characteristics about the targeted audience. The main marketing objective that small 

businesses pursue is to position their brand in a different brand segment (mid-priced) 
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from international larger-scale organic skincare companies (premium). To do that, as 

they explain, they have to cut down their marketing expenses (branding, packaging) 

to ‘keep the quality’ and at the same time to be affordable. Another potential 

explanation for the interviewed companies to be managing lower prices on organic 

skincare products than international brands is that they are still only planning to 

become a certified organic brand, while being a self-certified organic brand 

presumably enables costs associated with accreditations to be reduced. The small 

business does not demonstrate much evidence in collecting the primary research 

data informed by rigorous market research. Instead, the interviewed companies 

mostly rely on information from and experience of already established small 

counterparts on the local market.  Hence, in most cases, they neglect to do market 

research to capture a profound understanding of the market situation, customers and 

to define problems and objectives for their own business.  However, in the case of 

the interviewed companies, the primary research did not follow the secondary 

sources of information. That finding implies that a company skips or at least hardly 

follows the first stage of the MCs planning process centered on identifying the 

multiple target audience through rigorous market research and developing a number 

of carefully defined marketing objectives required to reach them. Only after 

identifying the appropriate target audience can a company can think about its overall 

communication strategy. Hence, a company needs to provide insights into the target 

audience, its behaviour and attitude before initiating the marketing communications 

planning (Kotler, 2000). The first stage of MCs planning as stated in the academic 

literature may be initiated with a situational/contextual analysis, a SWOT analysis or 

an external and internal environmental analysis. Conversely the present research 

demonstrates that the company relies heavily on secondary sources of information 

and benchmarking practices to establish the conceptual premises of brand-customer 

relations.  
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For instance, the company aims to appeal to the national identity of a Russian 

customer by communicating the idea of folk traditions: preparing home-made 

skincare products using the ‘magical and almost mysterious’ power of locally grown 

plants/herbs from the most eco-friendly parts of Russia – Altay and Siberia. That idea 

centered on the mystery and uniqueness of wild-grown herbs and plants in Russia, 

and the power of local skincare traditions artfully transcends all of a company’s 

products and product lines on a company’s official website. A few excerpts that 

demonstrate the emphasis that small local companies put on national traditions, folk 

recipes and handmade skincare in communicating their brand to a customer have 

been extracted from the official websites of the interviewed companies and translated 

from Russian into English:  

 

The products produced by our company are a tribute to the national tradition, natural 

Russian cosmetics, not only by recipe, but also by name (the company name is a 

traditional poetic term, root and synonym for the word ‘magic’). Russian cosmetics, in 

our understanding, are a product for which the compositions of the Russian national 

recipes of cosmetics are taken. At the same time, we also preserve the traditional 

way of creating – handmade cosmetics. Carefully selected (based on scientific 

research) from the most popular Russian folk recipes. 

The basis of this natural soap shampoo was the old recipe that was passed down 

from generation to generation by our ancestors. ‘Ancient recipe’ is an age-old 

wisdom and experience, tested not by one beauty.  

 

Apart from framing a brand and products through folk traditions, small companies 

also give a detailed description on their website of how to use a particular product in 

a traditional way, which in turn also aims to create a special customer experience of 
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using a local skincare product and thus to differentiate a local brand from an 

international one: 

 

When planning to visit a sauna, choose natural cosmetics, folk remedies and special 

bath cosmetics. So, for example, black soap is suitable immediately for the body, and 

for the face, and for washing hair. Looking at the options for bath and sauna facilities, 

pay attention to the special sets of essential oils. To cleanse the skin, activate the 

removal of toxins prepare a broth of bay leaves, chamomile, lime and eucalyptus or 

nettle infusion.  

 

The excerpts above demonstrate the way a small local business develops a brand 

identity concept congruent with a customer national identity. From the perspective of 

symbolic interactionism, the brand meaning does not only work in terms of self-

expression, but also for constructing self-identities (McCracken and Roth, 1989). 

Macinnis et. al. (2009) argue that ‘meaning moves from goods to consumers, as 

consumers construct themselves through their brand choices based on congruency 

between brand image and self-image’ (p.111). Consumers tend to choose brands, 

which meanings represent the characteristics of the group they belong to or products 

they associate themselves with; and conversely they reject brand meanings, which 

they find inconsistent with their in-group presentations. Therefore, while in the former 

case consumers establish self-brand connections to symbolic brands with their self-

identities; in the latter case they disengage with brands that do not communicate 

much about their self-identity. It could therefore be considered that appealing to a 

national identity of a local customer through folk traditions is one of the key marketing 

communication strategies that small businesses intuitively use without, however, fully 

recognising its strategic marketing value.  

 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=search&rurl=translate.google.co.uk&sl=ru&sp=nmt4&u=http://agafya.com.ua/15-sredstva-dlja-bani-i-sauny&usg=ALkJrhgk2JoJh3Qid4yOKbb8lJfncHIPfA


 127 

The following excerpt demonstrates that a company is not able to fully articulate the 

marketing reasons for positioning itself as a traditional brand to a local customer, 

instinctively considering that as ‘taken for granted’ – ‘the most recognised’ way to 

attract a local customer.  

 

 […] And then we had to decide how to communicate our brand and its values to a 

Russian customer so that a local customer could easily recognise it. And we thought 

that there could not be anything better and more appealing than reminding our 

customers about the powerful blend of local herbs and plants known since the 

ancient times. 

 

The company’s belief that a Russian customer would necessarily positively respond 

to folk tradition brands can be embedded in the socio-historical and cultural 

peculiarities of the Russian context and as a result are hard to articulate. The idea of 

rurality has always been closely tied to a national Russian identity and deep 

attachment to the country as mother. For centuries, Russia had a predominantly 

agrarian culture and the mythological Mother Earth. Rural-inspired Russian peasants 

followed the peasant traditions inspired by the idea that all things were given birth 

from the earth and derived from her fertility. The idea of Russian peasants before the 

mid-nineteenth century was very popular (Hubbs, 1993). The loss of Russian rural 

traditions and crafts, as well as the diffusion of urban culture, resulted in anti-

industrial sentiment and anti-urban discourses. To evoke the feeling of ‘reunion with 

nature and rural traditions’ embedded in Russian customers, local brands draw an 

alluring portrait of returning to nature and escaping from urbanisation, which caused 

severe organic disconnection of humans with nature by adhering to traditions, and 

localised and ‘ecological’ products. This cultural background provides ‘common 

sense beliefs, folk knowledge and interpretive frames of reference from which 
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personalised meanings and conceptions of self-identity are constructed’ (Thompson, 

1997, p.440). 

 

The common cultural beliefs in the power of traditional herbs and home recipes used 

for centuries made managers of small businesses ‘confident’ that it is an efficient 

marketing strategy and as a result has become a core conceptual brand identity that 

represents all products. The core identity encompasses the most salient elements of 

the brand (Aaker, 1997). These elements represent the focal point of a business and 

brand position communicated to the audience. Even when the brand expands and 

diversifies into the new markets, the core identity remains the same as it is timeless 

and its brand elements are unique and valuable for brand recognition. The core 

brand is the heart of the brand with the underlying beliefs that drive business 

strategy. The present research demonstrates that before entering the market, in the 

case of the ‘restricted business self’, in order to stay competitive with larger 

international counterparts, a company develops a conceptually different brand idea. 

Later in the analysis, the research will explore how a company treats its brand 

identity in the case of a ‘desired business self’ with sufficient financial resources and 

a favourable market position. Diagram 2 summarises the whole discussion in this 

section by visually demonstrating the conceptual category – enacting a core brand 

identity through a customer’s national identity with a category of developing a brand 

identity concept congruent with a customer’s national identity and its properties of 

targeting the national identity of a local customer, targeting an average-income 

customer with the mid-priced brand and framing brand through local folk traditions.  
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Diagram 2: Construction of the conceptual category ‘Enacting a core brand identity 
through a customer’s national identity’ 

 

5.6.6 Conceptual category: Interacting with a customer 

 
The previous section described the way a company conceptualises its business by 

establishing a core brand identity aligning it with a customer national identity, before 

launching the business and the actual interaction with customers on the market. This 

conceptual category discusses the two main ways in which a small business 

interacts with a customer by benchmarking the business practices of other small 

businesses. The first one is by means of providing a valuable customer in-store 

experience and collecting customer feedback offline through distributing its products 

through physical small retailers. Once a company identifies itself as ‘being small’ on 

the market and having a restricted market power on the market, it starts seeking 

collaboration with similar types of small businesses to create a strong union in 

response to those market power restrictions as well as larger-scale businesses that 

already have a well-established and extensive market networking. This type of 

interaction with a customer through a third party has been classified as indirect 

customer interaction. The second kind of customer interaction is direct interaction 

through an online platform. Most of the interviewed companies are e-commerce 
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businesses and mainly specialise in direct marketing as a more affordable way of 

communicating a product to a customer. E-commerce allows a company to save 

expenses on running a physical shop and at the same time keeps running the 

business, and it is considered by most small businesses to be the optimum way to 

survive on the market.  

 

Distributing through retailers category encompasses two main properties of how a 

small business interacts with a customer. To compete on the market the interviewed 

companies look for alternative ways of leading business – first by marketing products 

online (e-commerce) and second by partnering with smaller-scale retail partners, i.e. 

boutiques and small shops, in order to provide a valuable customer in-store 

experience, as will be demonstrated in the next excerpt. The excerpt below shows 

the high analytic value of understanding marketing of small businesses in the context 

of identification of their business with similar types of small businesses and as a 

result not only benchmarking their business practices but also forming a strong 

cooperation altogether. Small businesses believe (this belief is based on secondary 

resources and benchmarking; ‘as we know’ is often used as the source of evidence) 

that bigger retailers prefer to cooperate with well-known brands, as larger-scale 

retailers would not run the risk of dealing with, and launching their products on the 

shelves of, a less well-known brand with no proven history of success.  

 

Thanks to being e-commerce, we are doing okay as a business. Physical retail 

stores have to pay up a lot more to rent one of their store locations. That saves us 

lots of money in distributing our products to customers. We would love to have our 

products displayed in big stores, but as we know, they usually go for a contract with 

large companies and more famous brands. Two well known [retailers] are L’Etoile 

and Ile de Beaute who as you know only sell high-end perfumes and cosmetics of 
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international brands. We mostly sell our stuff online. But we also work closely with 

smaller-size retailers. 

 

The following excerpt complements the previous one and shows appreciation for the 

strong union that small companies have developed with a range of small retailers. 

That is especially evident in the next excerpt where the interviewee perceives his/her 

partners (retailer shops/magazinchik) as part of the same business ‘being tuned in’ 

and ‘in the same boat’: 

 

Big chain retailers located in those huge shopping malls prefer to contract well-

established companies. Therefore we needed to find retail partners of a smaller scale 

that would be interested to purchase our products in a smaller quantity and to display 

them in a shop. Now we have formed a strong partnership with a range of 

boutiques,1 small shops and lavochka.2 They are both our customers and our 

partners. We are in the same boat: the more they sell, the more we get. Some of our 

retailers mostly have our products displayed in a shop. We are very tuned in. It is like 

having your own magazinchik3 – a very nice feeling (laughing).  

 

Another important analytic insight captured in the same excerpt above was in the 

phrase ‘the more they sell, the better for us’. It could first be perceived that a small 

business is mainly interested in financial rewards rather than building customer 

relations and loyalty, which are called transactional marketing.  This is a business 

                                                        
1 Boutique in this context does not mean an expensive store of a fashion designer, but a small 
exclusive shop offering a customised service and thus serving specialised clientele. 
2 Lavochka is derived from the word lavka (bench). Lavka means a small commercial 
establishment, a small shop where merchants (shopkeepers) laid out their goods in peasant 
Russia.  
3 Adding the suffix ‘chik’ to the word magazin (shop) gives the word a diminutive semantic 
meaning. The diminutive form is associated with the form of words that convey the subjectively 
estimated value of small size, volume and so on and serves for subjective evaluation and is 
characteristic of conversational, expressively coloured speech. 
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approach that emphasises single, ‘point of sale’ transactions, whereas the focus is 

on transactional marketing is on increasing sales rather than developing a 

relationship with the consumer and therefore a lack of relational activities, customer 

loyalty and customer retention. There has also been a substantial number of initial 

and focused codes (75), whereas participants emphasised the importance of making 

a profit and achieving financial targets as the key criteria of ‘doing well’. Despite 

recognising the role of transactional marketing in a small business, there were also a 

considerable number of codes that described the importance for small businesses of 

creating a valuable in-store customer experience and collecting customer feedback 

from online and offline sources.  The next set of excerpts will demonstrate the 

appreciation of relational marketing in small businesses. The first one emphasises 

how a company develops relations with a customer by providing them with an 

opportunity to enjoy the process of trying different products before making the 

purchase.  

 

You know customers nowadays want to experience a product before purchasing it. 

They want to smell and try it. And this is something more than we can offer online. 

The worth of actual in-store experiences is higher more than ever before, because 

that experience is emotionally charged and always entertaining. 

 

The fact that small businesses view in-store retailers not only as a channel for 

product distribution but also as an opportunity to enhance customers’ experience and 

enable them to physically experience what they offer suggests that companies are 

seeking new ways to interact with customers. In addition, retailers also act as a 

source of information for the interviewed companies by providing them with customer 

feedback about their products. A substantial number of codes have described the act 

of capturing and analysing customers’ responses to a product, including: receiving 

comments on the packaging, product consistency and product efficiency. The 
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following excerpt demonstrates that the company regularly gets updated about 

customers’ preferences through retailers.  

 

We regularly get updated about how well our products get sold and in what quantity. 

Our partners communicate their purchase preferences for the next weeks and 

sometimes months.  

 

This category will not go into much detail on how small businesses capture and 

analyse customer feedback, leaving it for a later discussion and another category 

labeled ‘capturing customer feedback’. However, it is important to note that most of 

the collected feedback is about the product itself rather than service, brand etc. The 

next conceptual category will provide more insight into the potential reasons for small 

businesses mainly collecting a product type of feedback.  

 

Marketing online through social media platforms and the interactive websites 

category will discuss the way in which the small business interacts with a customer 

directly through the official website and social media platforms, where it initiates 

communication with a customer, responds to customer posts and collects online 

customer feedback. Having initially identified indirect company-customer interaction 

through retailers as a third party, the research started comparing and contrasting 

codes and categories and looking for types of direct interaction of the company with 

a customer. One of the main modes of direct communication of the company with a 

customer is through the official website and a few locally famous social platforms 

such as Vk.com. OK.ru and Moi Mir. VK.com is more of a combination between 

Facebook and a file-sharing platform. Ok.ru (originally odnoklassniki (‘classmates’)) 

allows a profile to be created, along with searching for friends and sharing status 

updates and images. Moi Mir is sort of an equivalent to Google+. It is an extension of 

the Internet/e-mail provider mail.ru and owns OK and VK. A substantial number of 
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codes (83) have been devoted to the company’s interaction initiatives with a 

customer through creating social media groups and engaging website interfaces. It 

should be noted that the vast majority of social media discourses and organic 

skincare brand communities are company rather than customer initiated, which 

demonstrates the active company position in relation to a customer as well as a lack 

of popularity of local skincare brands among customers. The lack of available online 

brand communities justifies the research decision to select thematic organic skincare 

communities instead as part of the first set of data collection. A small organic 

skincare business attempts to raise the popularity of its brand and customer loyalty 

by directly engaging with customers through initiating the topics for discussion, 

responding to customers’ online posts and collecting online customer feedback. In 

the following excerpt the interviewee describes the use of social media resources 

with the objective of familiarising customers with, and increasing their interest, in a 

product and as a result encouraging customers to visit the website. In social media 

groups a company itself mainly suggests the content of discussion, such as 

information about launched products, special offers etc., and thus takes the leading 

role in managing online discourses with customers.  

 

It does not cost anything to set up a formal group on one of the main social networks 

like Vk.com or OK.ru and then share product-company promoting content like 

information about launching products, special offers and social events. Those 

activities certainly help with raising user interest and will increase the number of 

website visitors. Most of those platforms have promising marketing opportunities.  

 

Reliance of the interviewed businesses on social media sources could also be 

explained by the company’s perception of its business from the perspective of the 

restricted resources that small businesses tend to have and as a result their 

development of a range of marketing practices in accordance with that.  
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If we talk about the power of social media then we also have to say that it is free in 

comparison with other marketing channels. It is free to get a business page set up 

and there are hundreds of consumers looking to interact with you. When used well, 

this helps anyone to grow quickly without any investments.  

The excerpt above demonstrates that the company’s choice of using social media 

resources is partially defined by their affordability in comparison with other traditional 

marketing channels such as television or newspapers.  

 

Another excerpt in line with the one above shows that one of the reasons why the 

small companies choose social media platforms is that they are easy to use and 

therefore do not require additional investment including human resources.  

 

What we like about social media is that most of the platforms are user-friendly and do 

not need technical skills or knowledge. When creating a business page there are 

straightforward instructions to follow. 

 

Since online resources like social media platforms and websites play a major role in 

initiating communication with a customer, the company employs a number of 

marketing strategies to promote their company online. One of these is promoting 

website traffic through search engine optimisation (SEO). SEO is aimed at improving 

the position of the website in the search ranking, taking into consideration different 

factors that affect the ranking of the website on the popular search engines. Those 

activities include setting up keywords to increase the number of clicks and 

developing a user-friendly website. The next excerpt demonstrates how the company 

strategically considers the use of keywords that could reflect customers’ language 

and thus help it to appear at the top of the Yahoo search engine: 
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We knew from the start that doing business online is first of all about promoting the 

website on Yahoo. One of the first free options we went for was using certain 

keywords to make it possible for people to find our site by getting visitors to click 

through to your site. So the first challenge was to decide on those keywords – the 

key features of what we do as a company that would reflect our customers’ 

language. In other words, you need to know how people are looking for the products, 

services or information that you offer in order to make it easy for them to find you – 

otherwise, your site will land on one of the many other pages in the Yahoo results.  

 

In the excerpt below the participant goes into more detail on how the process of 

selecting the keywords for the website takes place in order to attract a targeted 

customer. To initiate communication with a targeted customer the company 

considers those website search keywords that would resonate with customers’ 

preferences:  

 

If, let’s say, we choose a simple combination of words such as ‘natural skincare’ 

there are higher chances that your pages are never going to appear near the top of 

an organic search for ‘natural skincare’ because there’s too much competition. But if 

instead we go for a more complex combination of words such as, let’s say, 

‘handmade, recipe-based natural skincare’ we would at least have a better chance of 

attracting our customer who knows exactly what he is looking for. Once he finds our 

products in the search he will probably be more prepared to pay for a product. 

 

A substantial number of codes have also described the way a company initiates 

communication with a customer by carrying out web blogging in order to engage with 

a customer through the interactive content of the website. The next excerpt 
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demonstrates how the company uses informative and entertaining content on the 

official website to attract and engage a customer in a dialoguer: 

 

We regularly try to pick on the latest news, articles and other information in the area 

of skincare and beauty and provide links to them on our website to inform and 

entertain our potential customers but most importantly to engage in a dialogue with 

him/her. One of our recent posts, for example, was on the skin and hair benefits of 

marula oil. Yes, marula oil! Many ‘organic’ users are nowadays looking for 

information about thus hyped oil… 

 

Responding to individual customers’ posts of various kinds is another important 

marketing practice that the company emphasised as part of its interactive strategy 

with a customer online:  

 

Customers are not particularly active in our social media groups or on the website 

and usually do not leave many comments or reviews, but if they have any questions, 

leave a negative review or express an interest in distributing a brand, we always try 

to respond. We have a whole team that deals with initiating communication and 

responding to our customers.  

 

As an emerging and developing business on the market in comparison to more 

established larger-scale companies with already earned reputation, it is particularly 

important to gain customers’ loyalty and a favourable market position. The next 

excerpt demonstrates how for those reasons the small company is concerned about 

‘making the right impression’ to a customer: 
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        We always try to leave a comment in response, as it doesn’t look right from a 

company’s point of view not to react to what has been posted on the official web 

page; it does not give the right impression of a company that is only growing.  

 

        

        Collecting customer feedback is another property in the conceptual category of 

‘interacting with a customer’. It emphasises the value the small businesses assign to 

understanding customers’ preferences, adjusting the company’s products and 

launching new ones: 

 

        Monitoring customers’ reaction and experience with our product [online] can be 

nerve-wracking at times, as you never know what to expect, and if things do not go 

quite right we have to make every effort to make the required changes asap. But I 

have to say that along with e-commerce we rely heavily on customers’ posts…they 

give us some idea whether we are on the right track at all. At this stage we cannot 

afford to make any mistakes, because customers are only learning about us. They 

are not yet very loyal to us.  

 

As the excerpt above demonstrates the company makes an attempt to communicate 

its products and brand through retailers in the context of in-store experience as well 

as direct engagement with a customer online. Diagram 3 further summarises the 

whole section and visually demonstrates the relations between the conceptual 

category of interacting with a customer, their two categories (distributing through 

small retailers and marketing online through social media platforms/interactive 

website) and properties (collecting offline customer feedback, providing in-store 

experience for a customer, initiating communication, responding to customers’ posts, 

collecting online customer feedback).   
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Diagram 3: Construction of the conceptual category interacting with a customer 

 

5.6.7 Conceptual category: Capturing customer feedback 

 
The previous category identifies online and offline sources as the main origins of 

customer data collection for a small business. This conceptual category will further 

discuss how a company analyses customer data and customer feedback while being 

restricted in terms of customer management technology and what implications this 

has in terms of creating and sustaining customised communications.  

 

As the previous category demonstrates, companies play an active role in organising 

and running social media web pages on different locally popular platforms such as 

Vk.com, OK.ru, Moi Mir, and VK.com. with the objective of promoting their product 

(lines) and getting to know users’ experience with the products. At the same time, the 

data demonstrate that the companies do not use consumer-generated forums and 

social media platforms as extensively, despite the fact that the latter could be a 
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useful source of customer insight for generating meaningful customer-informed 

communications as they provide a richer content on a broader range of skincare 

topics and discussions and go beyond product reviews. Likewise, companies are 

mainly informed about customers’ product experience by the retailers, which 

confirms that the company mainly captures and prioritises a customer post-

consumption experience over any other type of feedback: customer service, brand 

perception, company values etc. Given the lack of customer data and analysis 

thereof, the research infers that this could partially be because the company is not 

well supported by customer management technology, which would enable more 

extensive data gathering from a wider range of platforms with subsequent rigorous 

analysis and predictive analytics. 

 

The category of ‘capturing customer feedback’ demonstrates the lack of the 

company’s use of CRM or similar platforms that contribute to initiating database 

marketing and as result lead to more personalised communications. The restrictive 

implementation of such platforms implies that the company is not fully able to 

extensively collect, systematise (including unstructured data from social media) and 

analyse the customer feedback to provide more customised solutions and to enable 

one-to-one marketing communications.  That also partially explains the reason for 

the company to mainly consider the most prevalent (rather than individual) customer 

comments on a product, which could be captured without designated technology.  

 

The following excerpt demonstrates that there is a lack of value in understanding and 

accounting for individual customer feedback:  

 

Needless to say, we cannot take on board every customer comment and we do not 

track each of them; not even sure whether it is even possible or worth trying to 

understand each and every customer review. But it is definitely important to account 
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for the most prevalent customer feedback, which shows the overall pattern of product 

satisfaction. 

This excerpt shows the important analytic insight that from the perspective of the 

small business, customer feedback does not necessarily mean individual customer 

responses and preferences but is rather an aggregated type of feedback, which 

frequently forms ‘the overall pattern of product satisfaction’. First, the participant 

readily admits that the company ‘cannot take on board every comment’ and question 

‘even if it is worth trying to’. Such a limited understanding of what customer feedback 

is demonstrates that the company does not capture and evaluate customer feedback 

with the technical support of customer-oriented software and platforms that can 

gather and monitor customer patterns, analyse customer behaviour, design 

predictive models, and react with on-time customised communications to fit a specific 

target audience’s needs, wants and lifestyle. However, while personalised customer 

communications have not been given sufficient attention, the company. 

 

Another excerpt also demonstrates that the company ‘occasionally’ and 

unsystematically implements personalised marketing in those cases when it acquires 

sufficient information about a customer and is able to interpret it: 

 

Occasionally when we have customer information we try to send a personalised 

message to update one on promotions or some new products. Though sometimes 

we either do not store or struggle to understand those data. 

 

It could therefore be assumed that the company is motivated to set up personalised 

marketing; however, the main obstacle to that is the lack of data and the challenges 

in efficiently using the data, which could be caused by the absence of technology in 

place. The following excerpt supports the previous discussion on a restrictive use of 

specialised customer management platforms to be able ‘to use big analytics’, to 



 142 

‘collect and store the data’ in large quantity, and to target individual comments from 

more profitable customer segments. It also shows that while the company does not 

have enough knowledge about how this type of technology works, it is nevertheless 

aware of the existence of such technologies: 

 

We are realistic about what we can do and we do not aim to analyse every comment 

a customer leaves online, for example. I guess there are a few similar kinds of 

companies on the market that can use big analytics and advanced software for this 

… At least we are not using that type of advanced stuff. And not sure how that 

exactly works to collect and store all the data... But when we realise that some 

comments are repeated more than others and they are predominant we start thinking 

what we can do about them.  

 

It could therefore be inferred that the company manually rather than electronically 

selects and captures the most commonly occurring customer reviews. Also, since the 

main sources of customer data are limited to web pages organised by the company 

with the objective of promoting its brand and products, the discussions are mainly 

centered on product reviews and customer post-consumption experience. The 

following excerpt demonstrates the company’s emphasis on the product aspect: 

 

We always try to upgrade our product (lines) and tailor them to customer needs and 

preferences. If we see that customers are not quite happy with the packaging, cream 

consistency or ingredients, it is a warning sign to us. We know we need to take 

action and either upgrade it or discontinue. So yes, we constantly work on improving 

product quality.  

 

The company gives its main efforts to ‘improving product quality’ and ‘always 

upgrading’ the product (lines). However, there is hardly any information on how it 
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responds and deals with customers’ comments on other non-product-related types of 

feedback such as customer service, brand values and position in relation to other 

skincare brands.  

 

In the literature, product experience is defined as the consumers’ interaction with 

products – for instance, when customers look for products and estimate them (Hoch, 

2002). The direct product experience refers to physical contact with the product in 

the post-consumption phase (Hoch and Ha, 1986). There is, however, another type 

of direct non-product experience, i.e. shopping or ‘service experience, which occurs 

when a customer interacts with a store’s physical environment, its personnel, and its 

policies and practices’ (Brakus, et al., 2009, p.53). Another brand experience is 

defined as indirect brand experience, which includes examples of ‘brand-related 

stimuli such as brand-identifying colours, typefaces, design elements, slogans […] 

These brand-related stimuli constitute the major source of subjective, internal 

consumer responses that impact on customers’ feelings, brand attitudes and 

satisfaction’ (Brakus, et al., 2009, p.53). The present research demonstrates that the 

small business is mostly concerned with direct product attributes and customers’ 

direct product experience rather than indirect brand or non-product experience.  

 

It is also worth mentioning that the company points out that there are only a few 

companies (small businesses on the market) that employ specialised customer 

management technology. The company’s assumption about the lack of CRM 

implementation on the market implies that small businesses follow/benchmark the 

same marketing practices after they develop the identity of a small business and 

become aware of the restrictions that a small company faces on the market. 

Therefore the category of ‘capturing customer feedback’, like other categories, links 

with the core conceptual category of ‘becoming aware of the restricted business self’. 
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Diagram 4 visually demonstrates and summarises the relations between the 

conceptual category of capturing customer feedback, its category (restrictively using 

CRM and database marketing) and the property (using the most frequent feedback 

describing a customer’s direct product experience).  

 

 

Diagram 4: Construction of the conceptual category ‘Capturing customer feedback’ 

 

5.6.8 Classifying the ‘practiced’ marketing communications into the ‘inside-in’ 

group 

 

The ‘inside-out’ conceptual underpinning of MCs are grounded in creating and 

sustaining a consistent and coherent brand identity through the integration of 

marketing channels, such as PR, advertising, promotions, events and brand 

information, that a company uses to ensure a customer gets and constructs (a) 

coherent brand perception(s). Thus, integration in that sense is mainly a tactical 

coordination – that is, ensuring the consistency in corporate colours employed in 

marketing communications, the appropriate placement and alignment of logos and 

other aural features of the brand (Schultz and Patti, 2009).  

 

In the present research the conceptual category labeled ‘enacting a core brand 

identity through a customer’s national identity’ can be classified as an ‘inside-out’ 

MC, where the company aims to communicate a conceptually coherent brand identity 
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focused on the idea of folk traditions, which is present in the product packaging 

(traditional crafts), product description (story on the use of local herbs and home-

made recipes) and product lines (e.g. Altai skincare line, coniferous skincare). The 

idea of folk traditions is consistently communicated across the company’s selected 

marketing channels: the official website and social platforms.  

 

The ‘outside-in’ conceptual underpinning of MCs is based on the idea of customer 

centricity, co-engagement, interactivity and relationship building. In communication, 

an interaction is a conversation or a dialogue; in marketing, an interaction sets up a 

collaborative relationship with a customer. In marketing communication, IMCs are a 

shift from a one-way communication towards a –two-way communication that 

recognises interactivity, the value of customer feedback, customer insight and 

database marketing. In the present research, the ‘interacting with a customer’ and 

‘capturing customer feedback’ conceptual categories, on the one hand, can be 

classified as a group of ‘outside-in’ MCs as the company demonstrates the signs of 

co-engaging with a customer by ‘practicing’ such communication activities as 

initiating online communication with a customer on certain social media platforms, 

creating interactive online content, responding to customers’ posts and attempting to 

collect customer product feedback . On the other hand, the company does not show 

the core characteristics of ‘outside-in’ MCs described in the literature, i.e. analytical 

use of CRM, database marketing and one-to-one marketing communications, which 

would signify that the company from the academic perspective on ‘outside-in’ IMCs 

have achieved a sufficient level of customer orientation. The discussion chapter will 

go into more detail regarding the degree to which small businesses are customer and 

brand oriented.  
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5.7 Concepts Integration 

 
To engage in a process of ‘theorising’, the research refers to the initial research 

objective to explore whether the ‘organic’ small businesses in Russia ‘practice’ MCs, 

and if so, then whether they lean more towards company-controlled communications 

(‘inside-out’ MCs) or customer-informed communications (‘outside-in’ MCs). In line 

with this objective, the research attempts to categorise and classify the constructed 

categories on the company’s ‘communications practices’ into two main groups: 

‘inside-out’ MCs and ‘outside-in’ MCs (diagram 5). The research demonstrates that 

the company mainly practices ‘inside-out’ IMCs in the case of the restricted business 

self, characterised by a lack of information about customers but a strong focus on the 

aspect of coherently communicated brand identity. Although the company 

demonstrates some aspects of customer orientation and thus ‘outside-in’ MCs, such 

as capturing customer feedback and interacting with a customer, the research 

implies that these marketing activities lack some core aspects of the academic 

‘outside-in’ MCs discussed in the literature: one-to-one marketing, CRM, active social 

media engagement etc. Therefore, these categories to some extent show the 

company’s attempt to interact with a customer and to provide insight into a 

customer’s world.  
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Diagram 5: Concepts integration from the ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ IMC 
perspectives 

 

5.8 Conceptual intake on two sets of data  

 

Before proceeding with theoretical sampling in order to further shed light on 

constructed concepts and categories to raise a substantive theory on MCs, it was 

first important to compare and contrast the codes from the first set of data, i.e. the 

analysis of online skincare communities, with the second set of data, i.e. the 

interviews with the owners of organic skincare companies. Specifically, it was crucial 

to understand how the findings and analysis of customers’ discussion of ‘organic’ 

brands online with the followed by interviews with the companies could be helpful in 

pursuing understanding of marketing communications from the ‘inside-out or 

‘outside-in’ perspectives as one of the key objectives.  From this standpoint both sets 
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of study confirm the symbolic interactionism theory, which emphasises the idea of 

identity and enactment of one’s identity in daily life.  

 

For instance, while an ‘organic’ customer tends to enact his/her ‘organic’ identity by 

joining relevant ‘online’ discourses, the company in its turn communicates the idea of 

folk traditions in order to appeal to a local customer believing in the superiority of 

time-proven products. Picture 7 further elaborates on the aspect of identity and the 

process of enactment of ones’ identity seen in the two sets of data. The first set of 

data demonstrates that customers who participated in the discussions on organic 

skincare mainly focused on the notion of organic in skincare and the value of brands 

labeled organic. By taking part in those types of discussions, reviewing and 

expressing their experience with ‘organic’ brands, the users were deliberately or 

unconsciously demonstrating the identity of an ‘organic’ customers, who cares about 

accredited ‘organic’ products.   

 

 

Picture 7: ‘Organic’ skincare customer identity in the first set of data 

 

The second set of data demonstrates that the company is not particularly targeting 

an ‘organic’ customer but instead is interested in a local Russian consumer who 

presumably (from the company’s standpoint) appreciates folk Russian traditions, 

ancient skincare recipes and home-made recipes inherited from generations to 

generations in Russia. Hence, such customer is most likely to enact one’s identity by 

purchasing local skincare brands that communicate the foregoing values and 
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messages to the market.  The interviews with the company reveal that it aims at 

creating customer-centric or ‘inside-out’ communications by appealing to the 

described customer identity by representing its brand and products as ‘ones that are 

based on ancient Russian skincare traditions’ (pic. 8). 

 

 

Picture 8: The targeted national customer identity in the second set of data 

 

Therefore, this research demonstrates that from the symbolic interactionism 

perspective the small business practices customer-centric marketing 

communications by targeting the identity of a local customer with a representative 

brand identity. Although this study showcases that the company does not collect 

customer feedback from the identified ‘organic’ customer online forums, it however 

communicates a customer-centric brand identity to target a local customer on the 

market. Theoretical sampling will further endeavor to provide more insight into such 

relations and will go into more detail on the selection of conceptual categories for 

theoretical sampling.   

 

5.9 Theoretical sampling overview 

 
This section will discuss the reasons for the research decision to raise the first two 

conceptual categories in the second set of data (‘becoming aware of the restricted 

business self’ and ‘enacting a core brand identity through a customer’s national 

identity’) to theoretical concepts in order to raise a substantive theory. To emphasise 
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the importance of those concepts in the context of MCs, this section will briefly go 

through the findings related to the selected conceptual categories. It will demonstrate 

the impact of the business self on the company’s choice of a targeted customer-

brand identity and as a result on brand-customer orientation before a company even 

launches its business.  

 

Before even entering the market, the company aims to appeal to local customers’ 

national beliefs about Russian traditions by communicating a brand with a strong 

emphasis on the implications of Russian skincare traditions in a brand. That 

conceptually unique brand identity that transcends all product lines has been 

benchmarked from similar types of small businesses with the same business identity 

of a ‘restricted business self’ in order to differentiate themselves from international 

larger-scale companies with non-local origins. Small businesses also target a 

customer with an ‘average’ income on the Russian market and position their brand 

mainly as a mid-priced one, in contrast to most premium brands sold to a ‘customer 

with money’ by their larger counterparts. These findings show a number of valuable 

provisional insights. The first is the importance of the ‘business self’ concept in a 

company’s decision to develop a particular brand identity to appeal to a certain type 

of customer. Second, the findings also demonstrate that the brand identity has been 

developed with a lack of rigorous primary customer research, primarily 

benchmarking, and therefore that activity could be classified as ‘outside-in’ oriented. 

Thus, it was worth further investigating whether, with a more favourable perception of 

its business, a company would have developed conceptually different brand-

customer identity relations and would have taken an ‘inside-out’ approach in 

establishing those relations. Gaining insight into this area could help with recognising 

the importance of a business self in customer-brand orientation related to MCs.  
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Considering the potential importance and relevance of a business self-concept in 

brand-customer orientation, in theoretical sampling it was important to understand: 1) 

whether and how changes in a business self-concept can potentially affect a brand 

identity; 2) under what conditions companies always aim to keep a brand identity (in) 

congruent with customer identity; and 3) under what conditions companies tend to 

develop an ‘inside-out’- and ‘outside-in’-oriented brand identity.  

 

The theoretical sampling was addressed to the same managers (as in the case of 

purposive sampling) of the selected companies in charge of marketing practices and 

it was mainly centered around the earlier constructed concepts of ‘business self’, 

‘brand identity’ and ‘customer identity’ in order to better define these provisional 

concepts and their properties and to be able to raise the MCs substantive theory on 

the impact of business self on brand-customer identity.  

 

Therefore the subsequent interviews endeavour to understand the company’s vision 

of the ‘desired’ (preferable) brand identity and marketing communications with the 

targeted customer once the company achieves sufficient financial resources and a 

stronger market position. That could help in analysing the concept of the ‘business 

self’ not only from the standpoint of the current market situation that the company 

overall describes as disadvantageous for small businesses, but also from the 

standpoint of favourable ‘desired’ business conditions it may reach at some point in 

the future. This may not only shed light on the conceptual value of the ‘business self’ 

in marketing communications, but also contribute to understanding the dynamics of 

marketing communications that occur with the changes of the company’s perceptions 

of the market situation.  

 

Although theoretical sampling, on the one hand, was centered around a hypothetical 

situation of brand and customer identity relations and did not pursue providing insight 
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into the actual marketing practices (to a certain extent this was done during the initial 

data collection), on the other hand, it could also help to define the analytic power and 

the impact of the concept of ‘business self’ on the application of the main principles 

of brand-market orientation in MCs and marketing communications in general. That 

could then be helpful to some extent in predicting and understanding a potential 

company’s perspective on brand and customer relations in the future in the case of a 

more favourably perceived market and business situation.  

 

 

5.10 Theoretical sampling data collection 

 
This section will focus on the process of theoretical data collection and further 

insights into the concepts of business self and customer-brand identity in the context 

of MCs. Theoretical sampling explores different types of brand-customer identities 

that the company would be interested to develop in the case of a more favourable 

market position and sufficient financial resources in order to evaluate them in terms 

of customer and brand centricity. To do that, the following interview questions with 

the owner-managers of the previously selected companies were considered: Would 

you target the same customer if you had sufficient resources and a more favourable 

market position? If not, what customer would you target? What are the main 

characteristics of that customer? How would you identify that customer on the 

market? Would you keep the same brand concept in the case of having sufficient 

financial resources and a more favourable market position? If not, what brand 

concept would you develop, and why?  

 

As in the previous findings of purposive sampling, the company expresses the 

‘desire’ to adapt the selected brand identity to the characteristics of the targeted 
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customer identity (taking into consideration the customer’s income, preferences and 

locality). However unlike the case of the restricted business ‘self’, it also highlights 

the importance of a rigorous primary research to provide insight into the needs of the 

customer groups supported by consistent and systematic data capture and storage 

(CRM and database marketing). Such marketing practices lean more towards 

customer-centric ones and are representative of an ‘outside-in’ MCs, as they 

potentially contribute to more customised product options, and individual and 

meaningful communications. Along with a more customer-centric approach, in some 

cases the company also intends to develop multiple brand concepts, which results in 

conceptual inconsistency in a communicated brand identity.  

 

In line with these findings, the research constructs two main groups of brand 

concept(s)-customer identity relations categorised on the basis of customer centricity 

and brand centricity. The brand centricity is defined by the company’s ability to 

maintain a conceptual coherence in a communicated brand identity, while the 

customer centricity is determined by the company’s intention to provide insight into 

the targeted customer for customer-informed marketing communications. The first 

group is characterised by higher brand integration, as it demonstrates how the 

company sustains a single and clearly defined core concept of a folk traditions brand 

in order to target a local premium customer. The second group, conversely, is 

characterised by lower brand integration, as it implies that the company 

simultaneously develops multiple brand concepts, which are not coherent with each. 

To appeal to an international premium customer the company envisions three brand 

ideas, which form its brand identity: a) folk traditions, local and certified ‘organic’; b) 

scientific, innovative and tested in a laboratory; c) exotic, worldwide and certified 

‘organic’. The research will first discuss the first group of brand concept(s), i.e. 

customer identity relations characterised by a higher brand centricity, and will then 
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move to the second group of brand concept(s), i.e.customer identity relations with a 

lower brand centricity.  

 

The following excerpt represents an example of how the company targets the local 

premium customer by sustaining and emphasising the core of its brand idea, which is 

grounded in folk traditions:  

 

We would definitely keep continuing being a traditional brand. By ‘traditional’ I mean 

using time-proven local ingredients used since ancient times. Any Russian customer 

would absolutely love this idea. We would also want to upgrade our brand to the 

premium. To give the brand more credentials, we plan to become a certified ‘organic’ 

brand. We use an excellent selection of ingredients including some rare ones and the 

quality of our products is great. What we need is just more advertising to make our 

brand more recognised. Once we get to that stage we can confidently reach a 

premium Russian customer, who would love home-made traditional stuff packaged 

by a well-known local skincare brand outsourcing ingredients from the eco-friendly 

parts of Russia like Altay or Siberia.  

 

This excerpt shows the company’s attempt to match the brand and its characteristics 

with the targeted customer’s preferences: ‘time-proven’, ‘local’, ‘ancient’ and ‘home-

made’ would resonate with the Russian customer who believes in the power of local 

‘magical’ skincare ingredients from eco-friendly parts of Russia. In this regard, the 

company intends to position and communicate its brand in accordance with the 

cultural beliefs of the local customer being assured that ‘any Russian customer would 

absolutely love […] the idea [of a traditional brand]’. From the conceptual point of 

view, this quote implies that the company mainly depicts the identity of the targeted 

Russian customer as being particularly loyal to local traditions and culture and 

therefore expects that customer to enact that part of his/her identity by purchasing 
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the brands that represent and resonate with his/her characteristics. In addition, the 

company also emphasises different ways to upgrade the current brand to the 

premium level in order to appeal to the premium local customer. This includes the 

use of rare skincare ingredients to improve the product quality, intense advertising to 

achieve brand recognition and also brand accreditation according to ‘organic’ 

standards to give the brand more credentials. This demonstrates the company’s 

attempt to create congruency between the envisioned brand identity and the targeted 

customer identity. 

 

The next excerpt represents an example from the second group of customer-brand 

identity relations, where the company targets the international premium customer. 

Unlike the first group, the company develops multiple brand concepts to 

communicate its brand. While still sustaining the idea of being a local and traditional 

brand, which uses powerful local ingredients from the eco-friendly parts of Russia, it 

also brings the new concept of exoticness – outsourcing ‘hard-to-reach’ rare skincare 

ingredients from different regions of the world such as India. 

 

I can see our brand still benefitting from the idea of folk traditions we are successfully 

marketing now, which will be attractive to an international premium customer. 

However, to make the brand even more interesting and mysterious we can also go 

beyond that and extend our product lines…For example, we could create Ayurveda 

products and the use of rare herbs and extracts from India or other exotic places. 

The challenge is that the international customer is overwhelmed with the choice of 

skincare products on the market. This customer is always in search of new options, 

brand ideas and products. We need to stand among other brands and try to surprise 

our customer with an interesting brand philosophy and unique product lines.  
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The company further emphasises that the reason for developing multiple brand 

concepts is the ‘’desire’ ‘to stand among other brands and to surprise [the 

international premium] customer with an interesting brand philosophy and unique 

product lines’’. Hence, as in the previous cases of customer-brand relations, the 

company aims to adjust its brand to the needs and requirements of the targeted 

customer. As the company perceives the international customer as being 

‘overwhelmed with the choice of skincare products on the market’ and ‘always in 

search of new options and brand ideas’, in response to that it attempts ‘to make the 

brand’ ‘even more interesting and mysterious’.   

 

The next excerpt demonstrates how the company further adapts and positions its 

brand at the premium level to attract the premium customer on the international 

market. To do that, the company sees value in becoming an accredited ‘organic 

brand in order to ‘ensure the brand quality’.  

 

We would love to be a premium luxury competitor among international market brands 

purchased worldwide by premium customers. Therefore I think we would need to 

become accredited by ECOCERT to ensure the brand quality. 

 

Going back to the discussion on the inconsistencies between the multiple brand 

concepts, the second group of customer-brand identity relations demonstrates 

another example of how, on the one hand, it still intends to be perceived as a 

traditional brand, while on the other hand it also envisions itself as an innovative, 

scientifically evidenced and tested in the laboratory brand, using the most recent 

scientifically approved ingredients in its products. The latter brand concept from the 

company’s perspective aims to work as evidence of the product efficiency to the well-

informed customer on the international market. 
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I think in any case we would keep doing what we are doing now in terms of 

representing the brand as one based on traditional skincare use. But I also think that 

if we want to target the international customer ready to spend on luxury premium 

stuff we would need to go beyond that and create more advanced and innovative 

products. For instance, it would be good to incorporate scientifically approved 

ingredients like AHA or lactic acid. Customers are getting more informed nowadays 

and just talking about the amazingness of ingredients without much evidence in their 

hands is not enough any more.  

 

To summarise, the data imply that the company’s envisioned multiple brand concepts 

in the case of a ‘desired’ business self are not necessarily coherent with each other. 

Each of the brand concepts sends a distinct message to the target audience, which 

as a result forms a disintegrated brand identity. However, despite these 

inconsistencies, they aim to resonate with the perceived identity of the customer 

identity. Hence, the company intends to create a customer-informed brand, which is 

also supported by the ‘desire’ to use the primary market research and CRM. 

Therefore the constructed-by-the-research brand concept(s)-customer identity 

relations in the case of the ‘desired’ business self demonstrates a higher customer 

centricity than in the case of the ‘restricted’ business self, where the company 

communicates its brand identity to the customer without rigorous customer data 

gathering and its systematic management. The next section will demonstrate the 

process of theoretical sorting of memos to depict the theoretical outline and to aid full 

articulation of the emergent substantive theory on MCs by establishing the 

connection between categories and underlying similarities across the data. 
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 5.11 Sorting memos 

 
Figure 5 visually demonstrates, discusses and questions how changes in a business 

self affect a company’s brand-customer identity relations and thus whether a 

company is more customers or brand oriented before entering the market.
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Figure6: Example of theoretical memo sorting (Please note that this figure is to demonstrate the process of data analysis rather than the 
content) 
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5.12 Substantive theory 

 
‘A constructivist approach means more than looking at how individuals view their situations. 

It does not only theorises the interpretive work that research participants do, but also 

acknowledges that the resulting theory is an interpretation. The theory depends on the 

researcher’s view; it does not, and cannot, stand outside of it’ (Charmaz, 2006, p.130). 

Given that the present research is inspired by the symbolic interactionism tradition and the 

idea of ‘self’ in shaping marketing and marketing communication practices, it positions these 

concepts as the key theoretical underpinnings of this study. Thus, it should also be noted 

that a researcher with a different philosophical stance may interpret and frame the findings 

differently, which would result in a different substantive theory.  

 

Figure 7 summarises the key findings of purposive and theoretical sampling with reference 

to the brand-customer relations the company develops in the case of the ‘restricted’ and 

‘desired’ business self. It categorises such relations into three main groups.  
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 Figure 7: The impact of the business self on the brand-customer identity relations 
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The first group emerges in the interviews with the owner-managers for purposive 

sampling in the case of the ‘restricted’ business self, when the owner-manager 

perceives one’s business as ‘small’ with insufficient resources and an unfavourable 

market position in comparison to international larger-scale companies. The second and 

third groups of customer-brand identity relations appear in the interviews with the 

owner-managers for theoretical sampling, where they envision their business in a more 

favourable market situation with a more internal resources-‘desired’ business self. The 

fourth group did not emerge in the data, however it was constructed by the research to 

demonstrate a hypothetical example of customer-brand relations that the company was 

not interested in developing, but which is still analytically important for conceptualising 

the MCs theory. In line with the already constructed customer-brand relations, the 

research using the principles of brand and customer centricity has managed to depict 

the omitted group. Figure 7 demonstrates the four main groups of the customer-brand 

relations. Customer identity represents the set of common key characteristics (e.g. 

place of origin, beliefs and earned income) of a targeted customer or an aggregated 

image of a customer from different customer segments. A brand identity is the set of 

key brand ideas and concepts that distinguish a brand from others on the market.  

 

All four customer-brand relations have been classified across two main axes: customer 

centricity (higher and lower scale) and brand centricity (higher and lower scale). The 

degree of customer centricity has been defined as a company’s intentionality to collect 

primary data about a customer’s preferences that represent a customer identity a 

company is interested in and then to reflect those preferences in a brand identity. This 

approach also constitutes an ‘outside-in’ marketing practice. It should, however, also 

be noted that a customer centricity could also be understood as a company’s attempt 

to match a customer and brand identities together, which has consistently been 

appeared in all three cases represented in the diagram. Thus, it could be inferred that 

the second and third groups of customer-brand relations constructed in the case of the 
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‘desired’ business self have been classified as more customer-centric than the first 

group that emerged in the case of the ‘restricted’ business self. The degree of brand 

orientation has been viewed as a conceptual coherence between the brand ideas that 

form and represent the brand identity on the market. When multiple brand ideas are 

not particularly congruent with each other, as is the case in the third group of 

customer-brand relations, it is classified as one with lower brand centricity.  

 

As previously discussed in purposive sampling, the first group of customer-brand 

relations demonstrates that in the case of the ‘restricted’ business self, the company 

does not invest sufficiently in collecting primary research in CRM either and instead 

mostly relies on the benchmarking practices of other local small businesses in the 

organic skincare industry. Such marketing practices could be classified as ‘inside-out’ 

activities characterised by a lack of a customer insight into value creation and 

experience, which results from the primary market research and CRM. Conversely, in 

the case of the ‘desired’ business self, the company recognises the importance of 

doing primary research and employing a customer management system in order to 

efficiently collect, store and analyse the customer data. 

 

In the first group in the diagram (restricted business self), the company targets a local 

customer earning an average income on the Russian market through the core concept 

of folk traditions that underpin brand’ products and officially represent the company on 

the website. In the second group in the diagram (desired business self), the company 

upgrades the initially constructed brand concept of folk traditions through expressing 

the desire to certify the brand according to ‘organic’ standards to appeal to the 

premium local brand, believing in local traditions and being interested in purchasing 

higher-end skincare. As the company recognises the value of customer-centric 

marketing practices (CRM and market research), while also sustaining a coherent 
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brand concept and market position, this type of customer-brand relations has been 

classified as one of high brand and customer centricity.  

 

In the third group of customer-brand relations, the company ‘desires’ to target an 

international premium customer, who has been characterised as being well informed 

and exposed to a wide range of different skincare options and in search of ‘something 

new’. Such a customer from the company’s perspective always favours new product 

ideas and is looking for new high-quality brands. To match the brand with the 

customer’s characteristics, the company synthesises different brand ideas that, while 

being part of the same brand identity, do not necessarily strengthen each other 

conceptually. Figure 6 shows the inconsistency between different brand concepts that 

the company simultaneously develops to target the customer: a) folk traditions, local 

and certified ‘organic’; b) scientific, innovative and tested in a laboratory; c) exotic and 

certified ‘organic’. While the concept a emphasises the local origins of ingredients, the 

concept c dilutes the emphasis of the Russian brand origins by shifting the focus 

towards worldwide and exotic skincare ingredients. The concept b, centred on the use 

of the latest most beneficial skincare ingredients tested in the laboratory, is not 

particularly coherent with the idea of a traditional home -made skincare either. 

Conceptually the concepts of traditional and innovative do not create a consistent 

brand identity. 

 

The fourth group, although it has not appeared in the data, has been included in the 

diagram to demonstrate some examples of customer-brand identity relations that the 

company has not considered. While omitted in the data, those examples could still help 

with theoretical conceptualisations. The fourth case demonstrates that the company 

has not brought up examples that represent both the brand concepts with low brand 

centricity and marketing practices with lower customer centricity. From a conceptual 

point of view, this means that a company to a certain extent implements some of the 
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key principles of either ‘inside-out’ or ‘outside-in’ MCs. The example represented in 

Figure 6 (group 4) demonstrates how the company could have developed 

incongruently to each other’s brand concepts uninformed by the preliminary customer 

research and not matching the customer identity. 

 

To summarise, the present theory demonstrates how the interplay between the brand 

and customer centricity – ‘inside-out’ and ‘outside-in’ MCs – changes with the 

perceptions of the business self. In the case of the ‘restricted’ business self, the 

company tends to be more brand-centric, when it mainly benchmarks the marketing 

practices of other small businesses without customer insight. Conversely, in the case 

of the ‘desired’ business self, the company shows more customer centricity (CRM and 

primary research) while in some incidents compromising brand centricity (inconsistent 

with each other’s brand concepts). The substantive theory and findings will be 

discussed in more detail in the discussion chapter.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

6.1The restricted business self and ‘inside-out’ MCs  

 
The methodological position for symbolic interactionism is grounded in understanding 

the world from the participants’ actions and interactions (Jeon, 2004), as human beings 

tend to act towards objects based on the meanings they have for them (Blumer, 1969). 

From this perspective, the notion of ‘self’ is constantly evolved through relations with 

other individuals and refined through an ongoing process of participation in society. 

Thus, the notion of ‘self’ is a product of social interaction. The ‘relational’ aspect of ‘self’ 

originates from the Chicago School and is associated with such scholars as James, 

Cooley, Mead and Blumer (Denzin, 2008). ‘At the heart of relational approaches is the 

notion that self requires other people; indeed, the locus of the self is in the social space 

he or she occupies with others’ (Hewitt, et al., 2000, p. 90).  

 

In line with symbolic interactionism thinking, the present research demonstrates first 

how the small organic skincare business in Russia constructs the identity of a locally 

discoursed ‘small’ company through informal interaction with other small companies on 

the market, which have positioned themselves in relation to larger-scale international 

businesses; and second, how the ‘small’ company enacts the constructed identity 

through benchmarking the marketing communication practices common for ‘small 

businesses’. This research has identified the following ‘inside-out’ marketing 

communications practices impacted by the ‘restricted business self’: developing a 

conceptually distinct brand identity, interacting with a customer online and indirectly 

(through retailers offline), and capturing customer data while being restricted by the 

available information and communication technology. In MCs literature, SMEs do not 

tend to efficiently manage the marketing communication planning (Gabrielli and 

Balboni, 2010). One reason for this shortcoming is that small firms have certain 
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limitations such as scarce resources related, for example, to finance, time and 

marketing skills (Gilmore et al., 2001), a lack of sufficient theoretical underpinning 

knowledge, scant data about the financial performance, investment and influential 

specialists to achieve a desirable success in business, including (Schultz et al., 2013).   

 

 Although, to some extent, it is self-evident that small companies in general may often 

lack the discussed resources to implement customer-centric MCs, this research also 

argues that the company’s business identification, the perception of one’s business 

and evaluations of one’s capacity ingrained in the existing local beliefs and discourses 

have a significant impact on the choice and practice of marketing communications. 

Once the identity of a ‘small business’ has been developed, the company will enact 

that identity through marketing practices in order to represent and project that identity 

to others. The findings of this research provide interesting insights into how marketing 

practices are shaped and directed by the business self in small businesses.  There is 

hardly any research, which has attempted to identify the relationship between the 

constructs of the business self and marketing practices.  One study in the field 

discusses the impact of the certain personality traits-the Big Five traits and behavior 

such as extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, agreeableness, and neuroticism 

as the key drivers for establishing an entrepreneurial venture.  However, the research 

does not provide more details on how entrepreneurial self-image affects business and 

marketing practices after the enterprise have been initiated.   

 

Developing the business ‘self’ mainly through interaction with similar kinds of 

businesses could also be especially relevant to the case of emerging markets and a 

collectivist culture rich in informal business communities with a tendency to promote a 

locally ‘discoursed’ business identity. Though it is not the intent of this research to go 

into detailed discussion on the cultural aspect and its impact on MCs, leaving this for 

future research studies in this area, it is still important to highlight that the concept of 
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the business ‘self’ could be subjective in relation to cultural and market settings, which 

in turn may have different implications for MCs practices.  

 

It should be accounted, that developing markets are culturally and economically 

different from established ones. Hence, merely using the marketing concepts of 

established markets without adapting them to the peculiarities of the local context will 

not work. For instance, culture wise emerging markets tend to represent communal 

rather than individualistic society if not in practice, at least in thinking, which in its turn 

affects the whole process of decision-making. In collectivist culture, families, 

communities, social groups and other networks are much more important than in the 

established individualistic Western markets (Schultz and Malthouse, 2017). In this 

sense it is also important to understand the relevance and importance of the socio-

historical and cultural context in relations to business dynamics. In line with this 

thinking, this research for example demonstrates how close and less formal relations of 

business owners, which take place in the settings of distinct Russian culture shape and 

define the construction of their business identity and marketing practices of their 

companies.  Given that Russia has experienced a rapid transition from a centrally 

planned to a market-free economy, local businesses face the difficulty of competing 

against international companies without being equipped with sufficient skills and 

trainings. Owing to that, businesses in Russia in general, and specifically small entities, 

tend to perceive themselves as being less competitive in international market in 

relations to larger-scale counterparts. This results in the collective construction of a 

‘restricted business self’ identity of the interviewed owners of local small businesses.  A 

lack of available data, logistical systems, business education in the consumer culture, 

management skills still characterize Russian companies, which faced the unfriendly 

environment of saturated markets, intense competition and commoditisation. Western-

informed programmes, as for instance MBA, are only gaining their popularity on the 

market, and contemporary Russian marketing practices cover only a fragment of the 
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spectrum of them observed in other nations. Hence, the overall spectrum of marketing 

activities of Russian businesses is relatively low in comparison with international 

counterparts.   

 

This explains the absence of the marketing departments per se and relevant 

specialists in the marketing (communications) field in the businesses of the interviewed 

participants. The ‘small’ company restricted in terms of financial resources is poorly 

supported by external specialists and hardly ever refers to advertising agencies for 

help due to financial restrictions. As a result, the company with such a structure 

becomes fully managed by the owner-manager, who sometimes, despite having a 

sufficient background in marketing or business, is the main decision-maker on the 

company’s direction, brand communications and marketing practices. This is 

consistent with the previous research on SME conducted by Einwiller and Boenigk 

(2012), which likewise emphasises the key role of an owner-manager as the key 

decision-maker in filling many of the functions performed within the company when it 

comes to determining the objectives of the business and to allocating resources to 

marketing communications. Therefore the previous research emphasises that the 

concentration of power is in the hands of owner-managers who play a key role in the 

communication of small organisations (Einwiller and Boenigk, 2012). This research 

also emphasizes the role of the business self in shaping and establishing MCs 

practices in the context of SMEs. In those cases where the business owner perceives 

the market situation unfavourably he/she tends to implement the ‘inside-out’ MCs with 

a better focus on brand integration rather than customer integration, whereas in the 

case of a more desirable business environment, the company may potentially reach a 

point in the future where the company tends to shift more towards customer integration 

and in some incidents it compromises on brand integration. The following sections will 

go into this in more detail. 
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6.2 ‘Enacting a core brand identity through a customer’s national identity’ 

 
Having identified itself with the locally discoursed identity of a ‘small business’ on the 

market, in order to stay competitive the company commences positioning its brand 

identity similarly to other local small counterparts in the industry, complying with the 

‘restricted business self’ and distinguishing itself (like other ‘small’ businesses) from 

larger-scale competitors in the industry. One of these initial practices is first related to 

constructing a locally distinctive ‘organic’ skincare brand that appeals to local 

customers, and second, to developing a brand identity conceptually distinctive from 

international competitors.  

 

Hence, the company makes a strategic decision to identify its brand as one with a 

strong emphasis on the idea of folk traditions to highlight the brand locality and its 

domestic origins and to target the customer segment that is often overlooked and of 

less interest to international larger brands in the field of ‘organic’ skincare. This refers 

to a local customer earning an average income on the local market. While larger-scale 

international skincare brands mainly target a customer with a higher buying power who 

is interested in, and willing to purchase, certified ‘organic’ skincare in the range of 

upper-mid or high prices, the small local companies aim to serve domestic customers 

looking for natural mid-priced skincare products. In response to luxury ‘organic’ brand 

identity promoted by international counterparts, the local ‘small’ business identifies 

itself as an affordable ‘organic’ skincare company. To do that, the latter reduces the 

costs of advertising and branding (e.g. expensive packaging, certified ‘organic’) and 

mainly promotes its products through more affordable online channels instead of more 

expensive traditional ones. However, apart from merely distinguishing itself from 

international brands, the company constructs the brand identity in such a way that it 

would resonate conceptually and symbolically with the targeted idea. This is the case 
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when it emphasises the idea of folk traditions to appeal to the national identity of a 

local customer on the market described in more detail in the following sections. 

 

At its core, brand identity refers to how a company positions and identifies itself 

(Nandan, 2005), whereas a ‘brand concept is specifically a ‘brand’s unique abstract 

meanings ... that typically originate from a particular configuration of product features 

... and a firm’s efforts to create meanings from these arrangements’ (p. 186). A 

symbolic-informed brand evokes a consumer’s associations with a desired social 

community, status or self-concept; by this improving the communicated brand 

message to the audience and supporting the self-image through the consumption of 

brands with symbolic underpinning (Nandan, 2005). This research demonstrates that 

the small business creates a brand narrative, which consistently represents the brand 

from the perspective of local origins and traditional skincare – the exclusive selected 

local herbs and plants widely grown in the pure ecological environment in Russia and 

special preparation of those ingredients following the traditional home-made recipes 

that the rural generations in Russia used to follow long ago before urbanisation. By 

telling that brand narrative, small companies aim to evoke the sense of nostalgia for 

rural Russia, anti-industrial and anti-urban spirits, and distinctive Russian folk culture 

and traditions, which revive the sense of belonging to the rural pre-Soviet past of 

Russia and national identity.  

 

The idea of rurality is closely tied to the part of Russian national identity that is less 

industrialised and modernised. For centuries, Russia had a predominantly agrarian 

culture before the mid-nineteenth century, whereas the sacred nature was embedded 

in the peasant beliefs that all things are born from the earth and derive from her fertility, 

which gave rise to the Mythological Mother Earth and historical Mother Russia. The 

Russian Slavs ‘’were inspired by nature: they had a faith in magic powers that was 

closely connected with the [image] of ‘Moist Mother Earth’, reflected most vividly in 
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Russian folklore’’ (Riha, 1969, p.221). Thus, the cult of Russian earth permeates 

Russian thought, literature and folklore (Gibian, 1956). However, the loss of rural 

traditions and crafts to the diffusion of urban culture ‘’has resulted in a renewed search 

by consumers for ‘authenticity’ and for products and services associated with tradition, 

heritage and culture, and for marketers this represents a potential marketing 

opportunity for regions able to differentiate their outputs appropriately’. Tradition, myth, 

values and [symbols] can now be made ‘available’ to consumers through products and 

images that reflect multiple forms of alternative social identity’’ (Jenkins, 2000, p.306). 

 

Customer identities encompass multiple dimensions of the ‘self’, changing across 

different contexts and depending on how consumers socially categorise and express 

themselves (Reed II et al., 2012). It can be any category a consumer self-identifies 

oneself with. Conceptual brand identity helps companies to make their brand 

meaningful to the targeted audience by helping the latter to establish symbolic 

associations and a ‘fit between brand and consumer identity. Accordingly, consumers 

are thought to respond more favourably to messages that invoke their identity and 

show how it resonates with a given brand’ (Bhattacharjee, 2014, p 296). In this 

research the small company particularly aims to appeal to the national identity of a 

local customer by developing a brand identity with a ‘cultural focus’ (Herskovits, 1948); 

in contemporary advertising it is common practice for companies to associate a brand 

with its national origins (Morris, 2005). The consumer is engaged in a search for 

knowledge about new consumer goods and their use to demonstrate how to create 

identity. As the availability of symbolic goods increases, so the demand grows for 

cultural agencies such as the marketing industry, which has the ability to restore 

different traditions and cultures in order to generate new symbolic brands and to 

develop meaning interpretations for their use. Hence, the ‘empty self ’ caused by 

alienation and a consumer through the act of purchasing symbolically informed 

products and brands can resolve loss of community and traditions.    
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The development of brand identity based on the concept of folk traditions is 

consistently incorporated in a product (lines) description and visual product 

presentation (e.g. retro package), which are displayed on the official web page and in 

company-initiated social groups. This practice confirms that the company attempts to 

create a coherently integrated brand identity and thus a practice that represents  

‘inside-out’ MCs practices. The underlying principles of  ‘inside-out’ MCs emphasise 

the necessity for a brand to achieve a consistent and well-integrated identity in all 

brand touch points, a customer may get exposed to (Kliatchko, 2008). The objective is 

to achieve a consistent visual and conceptual identity that sends a coherent verbal 

message easily recognised as the tone, or voice, of the product or service. The visual 

and verbal identity must complement and support each other. Given that the small 

business successfully manages to transfer and maintain the idea of ‘being a cultural 

folk tradition brand’ on the official website and social media platforms, this research 

arrives at the conclusion that the company complies with some fundamental principles 

of ‘inside-out’ MCs.  

 

The ability of small companies to create and maintain a coherent brand identity to 

some extent could be due to the benefits of a smaller-sized business with a more linear 

organisational structure that is typical for SMEs. As previous findings suggest, the main 

component of a successful integrated brand programme is grounded in maintaining a 

single brand or line of products under one brand name. Examples might include less 

bureaucratic businesses with flatter organisational structures and marketing 

departments. Conversely, more formalized and multi-brand companies with a complex 

divisional organisation do not fit these criteria. Hence, the latter ones experience the 

difficulty in developing and implementing ‘inside-out’ MCs programmes. In addition, 

small and medium-sized organisations, in particular, tend to focus on just one or two 
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promotional channels (Czinkota and Ronkainen, 2013) and this, to some extent, helps 

them to better sustain and manage the consistency in a communicated brand identity.  

 

While demonstrating some aspects of ‘inside-out’ MCs through developing and 

communicating a consistent brand identity, the small business at the same time shows 

a lack of ‘outside-in’ MCs practices. For instance, the company hardly informs and 

supports its brand identity with customer insight and mainly benchmarks the brand 

concept, product lines and marketing practices of similar types of local businesses on 

the market. The present research demonstrates that instead of investing into a primary 

market research it mainly relies on the benchmark of similar kinds of small businesses 

on the local market. Benchmarking practices in this sense replace the primarily 

collected customer data and suitable ICT technology in place. That contradicts the 

‘outside-in’ MC practices, where a company needs to inform its marketing 

communications practices with secondary and primary research to ensure its 

awareness of customer needs and preferences. The ‘outside-in’ MCs are based on 

rigorous and extensive market research grounded in a strategic planning in order ‘to 

understand the market in general and to decide on where a brand fits relative to its 

competition’ (Broderick and Pickton, 2005, p.245). One must set a primary objective 

concentrating on either existing customers or non-customers, which are known as trial 

versus repeat purchase action objectives’ (p. 247). Thus, the first stage of ‘inside-out’ 

MCs implementation is strongly associated with thorough primary data collection to 

evaluate the marketplace and identify potential opportunities for a brand. Academic 

literature emphasises the first stage of MCs strategic planning as identifying the target 

audience and target groups in order to develop the communication objectives required 

to reach them and achieve an overall marketing communication strategy. This implies 

that awareness and analysis of the target segment is an important part of MCs 

practices (Caemmerer, 2009). 
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6.3 Interacting with a Customer  

 
This section will discuss a range of marketing practices related to the aspect of 

customer interaction that the company employs in order to build customer relations, 

construct customer-centric communications and collect customer feedback. It will also 

provide insight into the limitations of the customer-oriented communications of the 

‘small’ company and will explicate the reasons for classifying the discussed practices in 

the category of ‘inside-out’ MCs despite the company’s attempt to engage in a 

dialogue with the customer, which in turn could potentially represent the ‘outside-in’ 

MCs practices.   

 

In addition, the ‘outside-in’ MCs is ‘the process of strategically managing audience-

focused, channel-centered brand communication over time’ (Kliatchko, 2005, p.21). 

Developing a successful ‘outside-in’ MCs approach means choosing the optimum 

combination of communication mediums and skillfully developing the relationships 

between the selected mediums (Keller, 2016). From the ‘outside-in’ perspective, the 

first stage of planning for communication strategy begins with providing insight into a 

customer’s world which only afterwards followed by certain brand tactics (Thøger 

Christensen et al., 2005). Hence, this implies that a company designs and manages its 

communicative endeavors in line with its customer’s needs and perspectives (Bruhn et 

al., 2017). 

 

With regards to that, this research demonstrates that the company does not particularly 

attempt to strategically select the communication channels to effectively reach the 

targeted audience, mainly communicating its products through online platforms and its 

official website. Also, since the company lacks primary market information, knowledge 

and customer databases before establishing its presence on the market it is not able to 

send a more customised message to the customer through viable marketing channels 
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or adjust the content or product offerings accordingly. Instead, it indiscriminately uses 

online communications as a more affordable option to traditional marketing channels 

along with interim partnering with in-store retailers. From the company’s standpoint, 

this partnership is more than a mere product distribution but an opportunity for an 

online business as it is to communicate its brand in the light of experiential marketing. 

The ‘small’ business recognises the value of providing experiential marketing to a 

customer, who has a chance to try and feel a product, instead of merely purchasing a 

product online. The development of experiential marketing emphasized immersion as 

the key element of a positive consumer experience, which goes beyond the act of 

products or services purchases (Carù et al., 2007). This research demonstrates that 

the company appreciates the value of presenting its product lines on the shelves of its 

retailer partners, which creates a more memorable customer experience in comparison 

to online purchasers’. This is consistent with the previous research findings in this 

area, which state that ‘the concept of experience has been developed within the 

marketing and management literature according to the argument that value is not 

simply offered but rather co-created or co-produced through the interaction of 

consumers and producers’ (Russo Spena et al., 2012, p.23). Research in the area of 

shopping experiences, in particular, show the value of sensory experiences and its 

relevance to the retail setting and marketing communications strategies (Burns and 

Neisner, 2006). From this standpoint, ‘the entire retail space can be seen as a part of a 

shopper’s visual landscape that influences experience and hence fosters a more 

favourable in-store action by the shopper’ (Russo Spena et al., 2012, p.25). Puccinelli 

et al. (2009) commented that in order to enhance customer experience marketers need 

to pay more attention to store atmosphere and the impact of the design, ambience and 

other social cues present in a physical space on a customer. ‘More than ever before, 

stores have evolved from the traditional places in which goods are bought and sold 

into places [that aim to interact and engage with consumers] in a dialogue by means of 
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physical in-store settings capable of arousing customer emotion and allowing 

emotional connections with intrinsic value’ (Russo Spena et al., 2012, p.25-26).  

Consumers may also feel a number of benefits associated with buying products in-

store; such as negotiation power or guaranteed after-sales service if they make a 

purchase directly offline (Molesworth and Suortti 2002). Apart from that, consumers 

also tend to value in-store atmosphere and the potential for experiencing and trying a 

product before making a purchase. Hence, despite the increasing power of online 

businesses and their higher investments, companies still aim to establish and grow 

brick and mortar presence to attract a customer and engage one with their brand and 

products. This tendency of running shops or distributing products through offline 

retailers is also popular among SMEs, which along with establishing e-commerce 

business tend to introduce their brand through offline mediums. Kushwaha and 

Shankar (2013) also state that smaller counterparts and micro businesses aim to 

develop marketing communications with customers not only through online channels 

and social media but also deliver and represent their brand in-store as a crucial way to 

better connect with customers. In this sense this study confirms the previous studies 

showcasing how SMEs attempt to engage with customers using offline resources.    

 

This research also demonstrates that apart from merely providing a valuable customer 

in-store experience, the company also benefits from collecting customer feedback on 

the sold products provided by retailers: customer favourites and rank-rated products. 

This customer feedback could be quite distinct from the comments and posts that 

customers leave online, since it is informed by a customer’s first product impression in 

the store settings in a pre-consumption stage. Hence, the opportunity of distributing 

products through retailers is recognized by the company as a means of collecting 

valuable customer in-store experience and in some cases the first actual interaction 

with a brand. Therefore, collaboration with in-store retailers is more than merely 
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another channel for distributing and delivering products to customers but it is rather 

another opportunity to establish a two-way communication with customers.    

 

Although, to some extent, this practice shows some signs of  ‘outside-in’ MCs, it also 

has a number of shortcomings that as a result render it more of an ‘inside-out’ 

orientation. One of them is a lack of direct interaction with in-store customers (but 

rather only with retailers), which could lead to a limited, and in some cases 

miscommunicated, understanding of a customer’s feedback, while another is the 

absence of a customer management system in place to store, systematise and analyse 

the data to respond with more customised offerings. Despite the company’s attempt to 

become customer-centric, there is still a lack of sufficient customer information 

management and analysis that could represent its practices from the ‘outside-in’ MCs.  

 

However, apart from the indirect offline communication through retailers, the company 

also tends to directly interact with customers on social media and their official website. 

The company sets up brand web pages on locally popular social platforms such as 

Vkontakte, Moi mir and Odnoklassniki to promote its brand, to encourage customer 

engagement and to provide insight into a customer’s preferences. This practice could 

be considered more than just disseminating product-related information or selling a 

product; it is rather an attempt to inform, engage and entertain a customer through 

interactive posts and relevant information. For instance, rather than merely providing a 

brand post on a social platform, the company links it with the official web page through 

the posted link so that users can click on it and be redirected to the company’s 

webpage. This so-called backlink technique helps to improve website search results 

with the subsequent company-customer communications on the official webpage 

(Fortin and Dholakia, 2005). Backlinks are impactful in increasing visibility in search 

engines (Thelwall 2001) resulting in improved search engine optimization (SEO), which 

in its turn is expected to affect the popularity and ratings of a website. The extant 
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studies on SMEs showcase that smaller scale businesses widely use inbound 

backlinks to increase customer database and website engagement (Fortin and 

Dholakia, 2005; Thelwall, 2001; Kushwaha and Shankar, 2013).  

 

Another demonstrated in this research practice of the company’s engagement with 

customers is through interactive content of the webpage. Interactive web blog is an 

example how SMEs stimulate to share their experience, comments and reposts online 

to improve customer-to-customer and customer-to-company communications 

(Woodside et al., 2008). This research shows the company’s attempt to stimulate 

debates, facilitate dialogue between its brand and customers by regularly updating the 

website content with relevant, entertaining and informative blog entries. Nowadays 

there is growing evidence that blogs are being used by SMEs as part of their customer 

relationship management strategies and enhancing interpersonal relationships (Dwyer, 

2007; Singh et al., 2008) since blogging offers a less formal style of communication 

than traditional advertising (Brooks, 2006; Dwyer, 2007).  This research is in line with 

the previous findings, which suggest that blogging strategy is recognized by SMEs not 

merely as another way to engage with customers but rather an essential component of 

customer retention for sustaining a sense of connectedness (Brooks and Montanez, 

2006, Dwyer, 2007, Singh and Singh, 2008). 

 

 Hence, weblogs are a salient example of a mutually engaging communication 

between customers and the company that offers an ‘informal and dynamic means to 

share and exchange information, motivating users to post new topics as well as 

comment on, or reply to, previous posts. Being highly engaging, weblogs are ‘hit’ at a 

higher rate than more static or conventional posts. Moreover, as search engines work 

on criteria of content relevance, the amount of incoming links from other sites and the 

rate of updating, the use of weblogs improves the presence of an organisation in 
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cyberspace’ (Silva et al., 2006, p.298). Accordingly, the company’s use of weblogs as 

one of the marketing communications practices fulfills the aim of ‘outside-in’ MCs, 

which goes beyond the mere product selling and promotions online in a coherent and 

synchronized way, but rather to motivate customers to actively take part in the mutual 

co-development of brand storytelling.  

 

However, the ‘outside-in’ MCs require more advanced practices than just engaging a 

customer in a brand content online, they are also the process of co-creating the value 

and meaningful communications (Buttle, 1995). That requires gaining profound insights 

into customer preferences in order to be able to make valuable offers appreciated on 

the market. To achieve that, a company needs to have access to a substantial and 

diverse amount of customer data collected from various sources such as consumer 

groups, networks, brand communities, and forums rich in customer opinions and 

perspectives. Duncan and Caywood (1996) advise monitoring ‘all the consumer’s 

contact points with the brand or the company, including the contacts initiated by the 

consumer. The tools and strategies for communicating with customers have changed 

significantly with the emergence of social media’ (p.138) or in other words consumer-

generated media. ‘This form of media ‘describes a variety of new sources of online 

information that are created, initiated, circulated and used by consumers intent on 

educating each other about products, brand services, personalities and issues’ 

(Blackshaw and Nazzaro, 2004, p. 2). Consumer –generated media is completely 

independent from the control of brand itself or its agents, which only increases 

consumers’ desire and ability to communicate with each other. Therefore, in the new 

communications paradigm, companies should consider the full potentials and critical 

nature of the discourses being driven by consumers on social media (Mangold and 

Faulds, 2009). A relevant example of a consumer-generated touch point on social 

media is brand communities. Brand communities represent highly precious marketing 

tools, which encourage consumers’ interaction and forces companies to stay tuned to 
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this social dynamics to gain anticipated brand outcomes (Zaglia, 2013). By strategically 

implementing consumer-produced contents from brand communities as a feedback 

channel, the business provides insights into the meanings, preferences and needs of 

their target audience (Bruhn et al., 2017). However, this research demonstrates that 

the small business hardly refers to customer-driven communities on social media, 

instead mostly relying on company-driven discussions on some locally well-known 

social platforms. Considering that the company mainly operates with the company-

generated groups, while not paying sufficient attention to customer communities, 

implies that the company may have a shortage of valuable data to perform ‘outside-in’ 

MCs.  

 

Hence, this research arrives at the conclusion that while the company takes steps 

towards initiating a more customer-centric communication, it still lacks the capacity to 

create ‘truly’ customer-informed communications. This is partially caused by the 

shortage of technological resources (e.g. CRM), which the next section will discuss in 

more detail.  

 

6.4 Capturing customer data 

 
The CRM system is considered to be an integral part of the ‘outside-in’ MCs that 

enables a database to be set up for marketing and customer-centric communications. 

However, this section discusses the limitations and challenges in the use of CRM that 

small business face when analysing, capturing and storing customer data.  

 

CRM enables the integration, electronically, of psychographic, behavioural and 

personal customer data to further enable customer-centric MC strategies. Thus, the 

technological progress has benefited MCs in a significant way. The emergence, 



 182 

development and management of databases is very often associated with the process 

of successful MCs implementation (Schultz and Schultz, 1998). The most recent 

definitions of MCs emphasise that ICT technology is the indispensable part of 

interactive and customer-centric MCs. Due to innovations in technology, the MCs have 

a better chance to be more successfully implemented with the help of accurate capture 

of behavioural customer data, the employment of evaluation methods and approaches, 

and audience segmentation beyond conventional economic principles (Schultz and 

Schultz, 1998). The most indispensable feature of the MCs strategy is its emphasis on 

certain and well-defined characteristics of the target segments (Schultz and Kitchen, 

1997). 

 

However, though CRM encourages and supports MCs, it is not always manageable for 

SMEs to efficiently use it due to technical complications. Managing unstructured data 

using the CRM systems requires skills and knowledge of methods in machine learning, 

statistics and database systems in order to extract and effectively use individual-level 

customer data collected from a wide range of sources. To accomplish this, the 

company needs to have the ability to extract data, and then to convert it into 

meaningful information that could further be used to initiate and maintain interactive 

CRM programmes (Peltier et al., 2003).   

 

This research demonstrates that the company mainly uses the basic functions of 

customer management system such as for the purpose of storing and organizing 

personal customer information in databases: sales transactions, customer emails and 

addresses. Conversely, it hardly shows the ability to employ CRM in a more advanced 

way, which requires more technical skills and knowledge. For example the company 

struggles to track individual customers, predict customers purchase behavior, or to 

operate with social media data using CRM. The difficulty of specifically managing 

social media data could be partially caused by a lack of expertise (as mentioned by the 
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participants) in systematizing unstructured and highly textual information (posts, 

reviews, comments) in the set-up database columns of CRM (Blumberg and Atre, 

2003). Hence, this research confirms the previous findings in the area of CRM 

showcasing that limited resources that characterise SMEs restrict their ability to 

customize marketing strategies in comparison with larger scale businesses that can 

reap the benefits of advanced CRM software to enhance their MCs practices (Maklan 

et al., 2005). This explains the reason why the company mainly collects and processes 

customer data manually rather than electronically, as the latter requires more complex 

systems to analyse and store customer data. 

 

Apart from the already discussed shortcomings of the manual information processing, 

such as the lack of ability to track a customer, to integrate different parts of data into a 

coherent picture and to analyse the customer behaviour of a more profitable segment, 

the company is also limited in the scope and quality of processed information. 

Presumably, the manual data extraction results in a smaller amount of available 

customer data in comparison with the scope of big data obtained with the help of CRM 

platforms and relevant software. As a result, the company fragmentally focuses on 

certain aspects of data. In this research it is mainly product-informed reviews and 

comments left by a customer after trying a product.  The analysis of more abstract 

consumers’ information related to their brand perceptions and brand-stimuli are often 

neglected.  SMEs tend to struggle to adopt technology and CRM due to their lack of 

skills, resources and technical knowledge (H. Nguyen et al., 2013). Hence, it has been 

stated that over fifty per cent of CRM projects in SMEs are unsuccessful because the 

technology requires the ICT ability to correctly understand the complex customer 

databases the system comprises of (Kaila and Goldman, 2006). As a result, even if 

SMEs have set up the software running, they typically do not manage to fully utilise the 

software (H. Nguyen et al., 2013). For instance, SMEs tend to avoid the use of 

advanced software packages to support their CRM activities, which aim to analyse 
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customer data from the analytical point of view in order to enhance customer 

relationships; instead they restrictively implement only some basic aspects of CRM 

such as data storage and some data mining (Wilson et al., 2008). 

 
Hence, this research demonstrates that the company is mainly limited to gathering a 

direct customer brand experience with a product itself, measured in the post-

consumption stage after the product has been tried by a customer and physical 

contact with the product has occurred (Brocato et al., 2012). Thus the company 

focuses on utilitarian product attributes (Hoch and Ha, 1986), while missing to account 

information of indirect customer perception of a product before it has been purchased 

(Kempf and Smith, 1998). The latter could be achieved by extensive use of CRM, 

which is able to collect customer qualitative feedback about a brand and a company on 

forums and social media platforms.   Brakus et al. (2009) highlight that ‘consumers are 

typically asked to reflect on a combination of direct and indirect product experiences to 

investigate how the combination affects product judgments, attitudes, preferences, 

purchase intent and recall’ (p.53).  In their study they summarise the previous research 

on the brand-related stimuli consumers are exposed to: brand-identifying colours 

(Bellizzi and Hite, 1992), shapes (Veryzer Jr and Hutchinson, 1998), typefaces, 

background design elements (Mandel and Johnson, 2002), slogans and logo (Keller, 

1987). Altogether they make part of an overall brand’s design/identity and constitute 

the main part of unique, personal customer impressions, which scholars define as 

‘brand experience’. However, as this research demonstrates the company does not 

attempt or able to evaluate the impact of these types of brand stimuli on a customer, 

instead mainly focusing on the actual product informed customer feedback. 

 

Thus this research demonstrates that the small business in most cases manually and 

unsystematically manages customer data, it is yet to learn to process and systematise 

large sets of customer information from different touch points with the help of analytic 
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use of CRM. The collected information should comprise of diverse customer feedback 

including indirect brand experience (brand perceptions and opinions). Hence, the 

research concludes that the company mainly operates from the ‘inside-out’ MCs 

perspective-failing to demonstrate the ability to efficiently employ customer information 

for designing MCs practices. This research confirms the previous findings stating that 

many SMEs implementing a CRM project are hardly informed about customer's data 

management issues (Abbott et al., 2001, Eckerson, 2002) or underinvesting sufficient 

resources in data quality processes to support their CRM running (Goodhue et al., 

2002, Missi et al., 2005, Ryals and Payne, 2001).  

 

6.5 The desired business self and ‘outside-in’ MCs 

 
        This section will discuss how the company envisions its marketing communication 

practices related to brand identity and customer orientation in the case of a favourable 

market situation and sufficient resources, which would represent the hypothetical 

‘desired’ business self. In particular, the research will investigate the impact of the 

business self on marketing communication practices and will attempt to find out 

whether the company will adhere to ‘outside-in’ marketing communications by focusing 

on developing brand identity mainly from the internal company’s perspective with a 

lack of primary market research, or alternatively whether it shifts towards ‘the inside-

out’ perspective by rendering the brand identity as more customer-centric offerings and 

communicating them individually to the targeted audience.  Ultimately, this research 

demonstrates that the company expresses the intention to gather the primary customer 

data or alternatively to purchase them from advertising/consulting agencies in order to 

develop a ‘truly’ customer-informed brand identity. The company is aware of, and 

recognizes, the value of the information technology systems (e.g. CRM) that 
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contributes to structuring customer data and delivering a personalised message to a 

particular customer (segment).  

 

The research confirms the previous research findings (Achuama et al., 2010, Harrigan 

et al., 2011, Harrigan et al., 2012), which suggest that SMEs consider CRM as an IT 

innovation, which can improve their business and provide it with strategic benefits in 

delivering a more customised marketing approach, although SMEs are yet to learn the 

system implementation and full exploration of its advantages (Cappuccio et al., 2012, 

Galvão et al., 2018, Guha et al., 2018, Maguire et al., 2007). Despite that the company 

does not show much evidence in targeting individual customers and successfully 

depicting customer segment through primary market data as the previous literature on 

SMEs suggests. It nevertheless showcases the company’s willingness to identify and 

segment customers using more advanced technology in the future such as CRM in 

order to develop and sustain more customer-centric marketing. Thus, the findings of 

this research demonstrate that the company conversely to the previous research 

studies, recognises its current lack of ability to segment and expresses its intent to 

develop more targeted marketing approach focused on specific customer groups.  

 

           In line with the extant literature (Achuama et al., 2010, Ainin et al., 2015, Alshawi et al., 

2011) the research demonstrates that the company sees the value in CRM 

implementation and aims at improving customer service, customer retention, acquiring 

new customers and developing strong customer-centric relationship although its 

current state does not evidence technology adoption as previous research papers 

suggest.  

 
            However, since the company at the current stage of the research only envisions itself 

in the hypothetical situation of utilizing CRM in the future, it is therefore not able to 

provide more evidence on the company’s indented use of the customer data, and 
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capability to develop customer-centric marketing as a result of the technology.  

However, the research brings interesting insights into how the company envisions the 

process of CRM driven marketing, segmentation and brand-informed marketing 

communications practices. First, the company segments potentially ‘desirable’ 

customer groups and subgroups on the basis of their earned income and locality-the 

international and local premium customers. The targeted groups from the company’s 

perspective form a new type of customer identity characterized as well informed about 

skincare and brands on the market; well exposed to the niche and premium brands 

and therefore demanding for higher quality. This customer is in constant search of new 

skincare options and brands of premium quality.  Second, the company expressed its 

willingness to appeal to the targeted audience by means of developing unique brand 

ideas that would resonate with and appeal to the customers’ identity, but which 

however may not necessarily be conceptually consistent with each other due to 

multidimensionality and conflicting nature of the brand ideas such as ‘scientific, but 

traditional’, ‘local, however exotic’ characteristics do not necessarily aim at projecting a 

well-integrated brand identity to customers. However the rationale behind adopting 

such a multidimensional brand identity is to draw attention of a premium customer with 

the help of  ‘intriguing’ and promising brand ideas:  folk traditions, local, certified 

‘organic’; scientific, innovative, tested in a laboratory exotic, outsourced ingredients 

from ‘around the world’. Whereas in the case of the company’s current practices it 

projects the core brand idea of ‘folk traditions’ to the market without showing evidence 

of brand adaptation to its customer groups in the case of the envisioned ‘desirable’ 

marketing practices in the future, the company prioritises conceptual brand consistency 

to a lesser extent and instead shows the tendency towards first of all providing insights 

into the market and as a result of that developing multiple concepts to appeal to 

identified customer groups and particularly to their identities.  
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Although the previous research shows that SMEs are more customer-oriented than 

larger scale businesses as the former have a flatter organisational structure, which 

facilitates a quick response to customer requests, a prompt customer data 

dissemination (Fuellhart et al., 2003, Keskin, 2006, Renko et al., 2005), this research 

conversely demonstrates that despite less bureaucracy the smaller counterpart 

employs customer-centric MCs and ‘outside-in’ practices only to a certain extent (poor 

segmentation, restrictive use of customer feedback and customer touch points, limited 

customisation). This research shows that the company conversely leans more towards 

being ‘inside-out’ and brand-oriented at present, while it however expresses 

willingness to shift towards a customer-centric position in the future.  Hence, the 

research provides new insights into the area of SMEs, MCs practices and customer-

centricity. 

6.6 Branding in SMEs from the ‘inside-out’ and ‘outside-in’ perspectives 

 
It has only been recent since a call for investigating branding practices in the context of 

SMEs has been recognised (Abimbola, 2001). Before that, research mainly examined 

branding in larger organizations, particularly focusing on well-known multinational 

brands (Agostini et al., 2015). Thus, although the mainstream literature the field of 

branding offers different approaches, models and frameworks to branding (Aaker, 

1996, Burmann et al., 2009, Keller, 1993), their application to SMEs is debatable 

considering some discrepancies between smaller businesses and larger counterparts.  

Based on the examination of extant studies there is scarce empirical research on the 

processes of brand management such as launching, adapting and sustaining a brand 

in the settings of a small business. In response to foregoing limitations, this study 

provides valuable insights on the aspects of branding practices, the development of 

brand identity and the impact of business ‘self’ on branding practices.  The research 

identifies two types of business ‘self’ typical for business owners of SMEs-the restricted 
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‘business’ self (the current state of the small company) and ‘desired’ self (the desirable 

state the company is willingness to achieve in future). In the case of restricted business 

self and severe market competition the organic skincare company tends to position 

itself as an enterprise centred around the core brand message labelled as ‘producing a 

local home –made organic company’. Conversely in the case of envisioned favourable 

market situation the company visualises itself as a brand that utilises diverse and 

inconsistent with each other brand concepts, by this communicating multiple aspects of 

the brand. Among them are ‘organic and certified’ dimensions. Hence, by identifying 

the relationship between the two foregoing constructs –the company’s branding 

practices and the owner-manager’s self- identity, this study makes a novel theoretical 

contribution to the field of brand communications in the context of smaller enterprises. 

Although several authors have suggested theoretical models and frameworks for 

improvements in brand performance of SMEs; the proposed recommendations tend to 

lack empirical evidence and rigorous testing to assess their implications and 

applicability to smaller enterprises. For instance, Krake (2005) developed the “funnel” 

model for successful brand management.  Centeno et al. (2013) introduced the five 

phases of a brand-building model, showcasing an actionable framework for managers. 

Juntunen et al. (2010) focused on corporate brand building and framework for 

assessing, adapting and enhancing corporate branding processes.  Although the 

foregoing models and frameworks contribute to the area of branding, it is quite difficult 

to evaluate their implications in the context of SMEs.  Hence, it is first and foremost 

important to provide more insights into the actual marketing and branding practices of 

SMEs in order to propose an evidence –informed theory specifically for smaller scale 

businesses. Therefore, this study suggests an evidence-grounded approach to 

investigating branding practices in smaller enterprises and employs a grounded theory 

method centered on data-driven analysis.   
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Having examined the extant studies from the field of branding, this research confirms 

some of the previous findings on the aspects of brand management and brand 

orientation in SMEs.  In line with prior research (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014, Urde 

et al., 2013) this study demonstrates how SMEs tend to be more brand- oriented and 

operate from the ‘inside-out’ perspective when it comes to marketing communications 

practices.  Some studies state the benefits of brand-orientated practices of SMEs and 

their positive impact on a company’s performance (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014, 

Urde et al., 2013, Yin Wong et al., 2008). However, there have also been some 

contentions that brand-oriented SMEs grow faster than their counterparts that tend to 

be more customer orientated (M'zungu et al., 2010). Although, this research has not 

measured the impact of customer and brand orientation on a company’s performance, 

it however demonstrates how the small business shifts its marketing practices from the 

position of brand-orientation towards customer-centricity when it envisions itself in a 

more desirable market situation characterised by less competition and more resources. 

Presumably, this could imply that at some point in the long run the company itself sees 

more benefits from becoming a more customer-focused business with a less focus 

sustaining the integrity of brand identity. The findings suggest that at the current stage, 

the business lacks customer-informed practices such as investing into primary 

research, systematically collecting customer feedback from a range of customer touch 

points or analysing customer comments. Therefore, the study does not fully supports 

the extant scholars’ findings, which demonstrate that small businesses consistently 

encounter views, opinions and suggestions of customers in building their brand identity 

(Boyle, 2003) and hence they are more market- oriented (Reijonen et al. 2012).   

 

Importantly, in comparison to the previous research, which has looked at the notion of 

branding in SMEs from the perspective of strategic management and tactical 

implementation; this research demonstrates that the company does not necessarily 

approach branding from the strategic standpoint neither although the company aims to 
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develop a customer-informed brand identity. The previous literature (Horan et al., 

2011, Kapferer, 2012, Krake, 2005, Spence and Hamzaoui Essoussi, 2010) has mainly 

focused on why and how brands should be managed in smaller enterprises, this study 

conversely demonstrates that the company does not particularly plans or organises 

branding strategies as such.  The research confirms the previous findings, which 

suggest that in the case of SMEs, most owners/managers could barely appreciate 

what brand management is and, as such, there is a lack of understanding of the 

concept (Jit Singh Mann et al., 2013, Krake, 2005). At the same time the study does 

not fully agree with the findings, which state that SMEs barely pay attention to what 

their product/service brands stand for (Merrilees, 2007), conversely, this research 

showcases that although the small business is not necessarily aware of strategic and 

effective ways of branding practices, it recognizes the importance of developing a 

conceptually unique brand identity as well as sustaining the coherence of a well-

integrated brand presentation in marketing communications practices.  Thus, this 

research provides some interesting insights on understanding branding through the 

analysis of their practices and conceptualization of those practices in the light of brand 

management and brand management strategy.   

6.7 Implications of the ‘self-concept’ in the context SMEs 

 
In the Psychology and Social studies the term "self-concept" has been defined as the 

"totality of the individual's thoughts and feelings having reference to himself as an 

object" (Rosenberg, 1979 p.7). Generally, ‘self-concept’ has been conceptualised from 

a multidimensional perspective of an actual ‘self’ and desired ‘self’ (Burns and 

Harrison, 1979, Rosenberg, 1979) .  ‘Actual self’ denotes how a person perceives 

oneself; whereas ’ideal self’ indicates how a person would like to be perceived by 

others. In the Psychology and Social sciences it is believed that ‘self-concept’ is 

premised on the idea of self-consistency, whereas a person behaves accordingly with 
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one’s view of himself or herself. That belief has been widely discussed in the consumer 

research field.  Tucker (1957, p. 139) for instance argued that ‘consumers' 

personalities can be defined through product use’. There has been a general 

agreement that consumers can be identified regarding either the products/brands they 

purchase or regarding of the symbolic meanings these purchases hold for them. 

Consumers enact their self-concept by purchasing certain products, brands and 

services, which represent their perceptions, beliefs and views about themselves. 

Likewise, Marketing and Advertising studies have been extensively exploring the 

relationships between the effects of consumers’ ‘self-concept’ and product image 

congruity (Tucker 1957). 

 

However, despite the considerable attention to the concept of ‘self’ in consumer 

studies and social psychology(Fauchart and Gruber, 2011, Rise et al., 2010), which 

analyse consumer attitudes, behaviour and purchasing patterns of customers affected 

by their self-constructed perceptions about one’s identity; there is hardly if any 

research regarding conceptual and empirical implications of business self-perceptions 

of managers and business owners for Management and Marketing disciplines and 

practices. Currently, there has not been any research, which has attempted to shed the 

light on how professional self-identity of individuals in charge of a company’s strategic 

direction affects business processes and practices. Only Obschonka's et al. (2015) 

study in the field of Entrepreneurship has attempted to find the relationships between 

entrepreneurial self-identity and willingness to establish a business venture. 

Obschonka et al. (2015) particularly looked into how entrepreneur’s identity and its 

unique characteristics affect future entrepreneurs’ acting and thinking towards setting 

up a new business. The research shows that individuals will not get involved into 

entrepreneurial processes if this occupational role does not reflect one’s occupational 

self-identity and it diverges from the person’s self-perceptions about themselves since 

the self-identity misfit causes cognitive dissonances (Festinger, 1962) impedes self-
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verification (Lecky, 1945, McCall and Simmons, 1966) in the occupational life context 

(Super 1963).   

 

Furthermore, the Obschonka et al. (2015) argue that having an entrepreneurial 

personality means the possession of the key entrepreneurial self-identity 

characteristics names the Big Five traits: extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, 

agreeableness, and neuroticism.  Other entrepreneurial studies likewise suggest that 

these ‘prototypes of the self’ (Mitchell and Shepherd, 2010 p.142) are the core 

precedents of entrepreneurial behaviour (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006, Wood et al., 

2014). 

 

Thus, the entrepreneurship literature centered on psychological characteristics of 

(potential) entrepreneurs has shown a strong interest in identity-related features 

(Cardon et al., 2013, Fauchart and Gruber, 2011, Hoang and Gimeno, 2010, Krueger, 

2007, Navis and Glynn, 2011, Shepherd et al., 2009). It has been emphasised that 

willingness and ability to found a new ventures is closely intertwined with the 

entrepreneur’s identity (Shepherd and Haynie 2009).  Krueger (2007) for instance calls 

for a new perspective ‘that triangulates ‘‘role identity with quantitative measures of 

entrepreneurial intentions and attitudes’’ (p. 130). Other scholars state that an 

entrepreneurial identity is a key component of entrepreneurial enthusiasm, which is ‘‘at 

the heart of entrepreneurship’’ (Cardon et al. 2013, p. 1).   

 

Although the study provides interesting insights into the core characteristics of 

entrepreneurial self-identity, it is yet mainly limited to the behavioural and motivational 

aspects of entrepreneurial self-identity, which impact on entrepreneurs’ intentions to 

engage with launching a business. It however, does not further explore how the 

entrepreneurial self-identity impact on running a venture-the strategic company’s 

direction, decision- making processes, and management objectives etch.  In response 
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to this gap, this research first of all provides insights into the origins and development 

of the business ‘self’ of owners-managers in SMEs followed by the subsequent 

analysis of how the business ‘self’ shapes and impacts on MCs practices. The study 

exemplifies how under severe competition on the local market dominated by the 

presence and performance of larger scale companies enforces smaller counterparts to 

develop a restricted business ‘self’-less privileged than multinational brands. In the 

case of the restricted business ‘self’ the company positions its brand in opposition to 

major players in the industry on the market.  As a responsive act to more resourceful 

and powerful ‘organic’ skincare companies local small businesses sustain their market 

presence by targeting the ‘left out’ un-premium customer group on the market and 

developing a conceptually unique and coherent brand identity described as a 

‘traditional home-made brand’ as a core marketing communications proposition. Thus, 

the company first and foremost satisfies the principle of brand-orientation and ‘outside-

in’ MCs practices.  

 

Conversely in the case of a hypothetically favourable market state for one’s business- 

the ‘desired’ business ‘self’, the small company envisions some the core principles of 

customer-centricity and ‘outside-in’ MCs practices (primary market research, CRM, 

etch.). Hence, the study makes a conceptual contribution to the marketing discipline by 

demonstrating the relationship between the concept of a business ‘self’ and marketing 

communications principles in SMEs.  The research aims to create awareness among 

researchers and academics about the applicability of the self- concept to business 

studies and specifically to the discipline of marketing communications and branding.   

 

This research has attempted to capture a broader picture of how business identity 

impacts on business practices of SMEs and specifically its marketing activities. Hence, 

it aims to integrate the concept of business self, as a relatively novel construct in 
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business studies, into established knowledge domain of marketing communications for 

SMEs.   

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 7.1 Theoretical Contribution 

 
The objective of this research was to extend and advance the existing knowledge on 

SMEs and their marketing communications practices in order to provide new insights 

into the field and offer a unique perspective on MCs in the defined context. This study 

has done this by showcasing the impact of the ‘business self’ concept (which originates 

from the Social Psychology discipline) on dynamics in MCs of small counterparts either 

directing it more towards brand-controlled ‘inside-out’ marketing or conversely shifting 

it towards customer-centric ‘inside-out’ practices. Thus, the thesis has elaborated on 

the relationship between the constructs of the owner’s perception of the market 

conditions, business identification and customer-orientation. In the case of severe 

competition on the market when the owner under assesses the capacity and resources 

of one’s business in relations to its rivals, the one makes a decision to prioritise brand 

coherence in marketing communications with customers whereas the aspect of 

customer centricity such as customer data collection and customized communications 

remain overlooked. Conversely, in the case of favourable market conditions when the 

owner finds ones; business competitive with others on the market, it adopts a 

customer-centric orientation by expressing the willingness to conduct primary market 

research and to enact CRM adaptation, while at the same time shifting away from 

sustaining a consistent brand identity.  Thus, the construct of a ‘business self’ plays a 

key role in shaping marketing communications from the customer perspective and 
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reveals that the owner-manager’s perception of one’s business anticipates the future 

direction of subsequent marketing communications practices.    

 

The novelty of this study is the introduction of the substantive theory on MCs practices 

and the ‘business self’ in the context of small organic skincare businesses in Russia. 

Although, the theory does not attempt at being generalized and further empirical data 

is suggested as a possible way forward to evaluate the findings in order to develop a 

grand theory with wider-ranging implications beyond the context of the current 

research.  Hence, as a theory-driven study, this research offers theoretical implications 

by demonstrating the emerging patterns of marketing communications practices in the 

context of SMEs in order to serve as a foundation for further theorizing in the area of 

SMEs and marketing communications. 

 

As part of the main objectives, this research also exemplifies a range of customer-

related practices that the small business engages with and which have not previously 

been reported in the literature. Among them are creating interactive content online, 

collecting customer feedback from a third party, responding to customer requests on 

social media platforms.  Hence, although the thesis confirms some of the previous 

findings that smaller counterparts mainly practice marketing from the ‘outside-in’ 

perspective and hardly employ CRM systems to support; it however advances the 

understanding of the phenomenon of ‘outside-in’ and customer-based marketing 

practices by showcasing a wider range of marketing activities that SMEs practice.  

Hence, the suggested findings aim to create awareness among academics about the 

significance of the ‘business self’ in MCs and the richness of the phenomenon of 

customer-centricity in communications that could further be utilized in future research 

with an objective to validate the findings, evaluate the insights and to prompt further 

theoretical elaboration.  It brings academic attention towards interdisciplinary studies 

by introducing the concept of the ‘business self’, which originates from symbolic 
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interactionism and social constructivist disciplines.  Thus, research forms theoretical 

foundations for future research studies and pointing out future research studies in the 

field of MCs and its practices.  

 

7.2 Methodological Contribution 

 

The marketing discipline is mainly influenced by theory testing approach, which aims to 

move the discipline forward toward generalised theories with sufficient explanatory and 

predictive power (Kenworthy and Sparks, 2016). Thus, according to Yadav (2010) the 

significant amount of conceptual and empirical studies published in marketing journals 

extensively employ the theory-testing methods and are considered ‘to do much of the 

‘heavy lifting’ of science in the marketing domain’ (cited in Kenworthy and Sparks, 

2016, p.466).  

 

As a result, ‘marketing has attracted criticism for what is sometimes seen as the 

ideologically driven (Whittington and Whipp, 1992) and normative prescriptive 

character of much of its research (Brownlie and Saren, 1992). One major issue 

concerns the relative lack of ‘bottom-up’ empirical research into how marketing is 

actually done in organisations’ (cited in Skalen and Hackley, 2011 p.189).  Webster 

(2002) for instance, proposes that ‘there has been surprisingly little solid research on 

the organisation of the marketing function’ (p.69). Hackley (1999) emphasises the 

implicit or tacit aspect of the vast majority of managerial marketing knowledge, likewise 

Gummesson (1991) argues that ‘there is a lack of empirical, inductive research geared 

specifically towards marketing’ (p.65).  
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In response to these limitations, as an exploratory study informed by the grounded 

theory approach, this research embarks on the practice of discovery rather than one of 

deduction. It invites one to challenge the objective basis of conventional knowledge in 

the domain of marketing communications by informing, explaining and contextualising 

the findings rather than verifying, through quantitative ‘scientific’ procedures, another 

‘Grant theory’ (Mills et al., 2006) in the field of marketing communications. The 

proposed developing theory directs the research to the literature of symbolic 

interactionism and the notion of ‘business self’, which help to explain and provide 

insight into owner-managers’ decision to engage with certain marketing practices that 

could potentially demonstrating the emerging patterns of MCs in SMEs. Like the data-

driven study, it conceptualises MCs practices, which emerge from the data rather than 

incorporating the previous literature, frameworks and models into the study. Following 

such research design and methodology has enabled to theorise diverse MCs practices 

that SMEs undertake that fall outside of the scope of CRM and technology identified in 

the literature as well as to introduce a unique construct of the ‘business self’ that 

impact of MCs dynamics. This research therefore aims to establish new leads and 

avenues for further explorative data-driven studies with an inductive approach in 

different socio-historical, cultural and market settings in order to shed light on the 

contingency of marketing communications practices across the contexts of the studies.  

 

7.3 Limitations and Future Research Studies  

 
This research aims to encourage future research studies in the field to explore MCs 

concept in different market and business context to explore new features and aspects 

of marketing communications, which could help to discover distinct marketing 

communications practices.   
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This research has investigated the MCs in the novel however narrow context of the 

Russian market and small ‘organic’ skincare businesses, which illustrate the example 

of the market with emerging marketing discipline and companies restricted by the 

perception of its performance in terms of insufficient internal resources and 

unfavorable market position. Therefore, considering that the research has taken place 

within the scope of a single market and industry, more research is needed in the 

settings of various markets, companies and industries to explore the contingency of 

MCs practices and its implementation using inductive research methods.  It would also 

be important to provide more insight into the impact of the business ‘self’ of the owner-

managers of companies on MCs phenomenon and it core aspects in order to better 

evaluate the extent to which the ‘self’ defines and shapes marketing communications. 

It is also suggested to test the contingency of MCs practices to the size of a company 

in order to develop a better understanding of whether the business ‘self’ has more 

impact on smaller size companies and its practices rather than larger-scale ones. It is 

therefore crucial to sample a wider range of businesses across different markets and 

industries to depict whether and if so then how business ‘self’ impacts marketing 

communications.  In addition, this research recommends to explore the particular 

factors (culture, socio-historical settings, company size, market situation etch.) that 

contribute to constructing a certain type of business ‘self’ with its unique 

characteristics. That will help with capturing the process of formation of the business 

‘self’ and marketing practices.    

 

This research also recommends employing more explorative and inductive methods 

and data analysis techniques in future research studies in order to discover new MCs 

practices and to provide distinct theoretical intakes on the extant theories and 

knowledge. One of such methods is grounded theory informed by the social 

constructivist philosophical orientation. Not only does the explorative nature of the 

grounded theory approach encourages the research to take a critical view on the 
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existing scholarship, but the social constructivist theoretical underpinning of it 

motivates to investigate the concepts in the new light of its contingency and contextual 

variations.   
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Appendix 1: The Comparative Table of the main GT Schools 

 
 Glasserian Straussarian Charmazian 
Grounded 
Theory 
Objective 

To generate 
abstract theory 
to explain 
behaviour during 
the continual 
resolving of the 
subjects’ main 
concern.  It is 
abstract of time, 
place, and people 
as it transcends 
the data into 
abstract 
concepts.  A 
theory that is 
abstracted from 
time, place and 
people. A theory 
is produced that 
can be 
transferred to 
other 
substantive 
areas by linking 
it to incidents in 
the new area 
that will produce 
the same 
categories and 
properties 
(Glaser, 2002a, p. 
34) 
 

 To create explanatory theory 
that closely approximates the 
reality it represents.  It starts 
with the data, considers 
aspects wider than the 
collected data, and then tries 
to verify the exploratory 
theory in existing or newly 
collected data.  Explanatory 
theory, which explains how 
the problem of the substantive 
area is continuously being 
process, solved, or resolved 
(Van Niekerk and Roode, 
2009, p.64) 
 
 

To generate concepts 
that will have different 
meanings to different 
people, and that the final 
theory is open to 
modification and new 
data (Dip, 2009). The 
product of grounded 
theory is a rich 
descriptive theory that 
captures the “core social 
and psychological 
processes” that 
practitioners were using 
to distinguish between 
emotional disturbance 
and social mal- 
adaptation. A 
Constructivist GT study 
typically concludes with 
the researcher’s 
interpretative 
understanding (rather 
than explanation) of the 
studied social process 
which is presented in the 
form of a “story” (Kenny 
and Fourie, 2015, p12) 
 
 
 

Research Starts with a The researcher starts with a The researcher begins 
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Questions desire to know 
more about a 
substantive area 
but has no 
preconceived 
questions prior 
to the study 
(Hernandez & 
Andrews, 2012 
cited in Evans, 
2013). The 
researcher does 
not start with a 
research 
question, but 
investigates an 
area where the 
subjects have a 
main concern.  
The problem is 
not 
preconceived, 
but emerges as 
the researcher 
probes the area, 
and collects and 
analyses the data 
(p.56) 
 

research question, which is a 
statement about the 
phenomenon to be studied.  
The purpose of the question is 
to guide the research (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1990) (p.69) 
 

with specific questions 
on a particular 
substantive area 
(Charmaz, 2014) (p.14) 

Researcher’s 
objectives 

To generate 
concepts, their 
properties and 
relationships 
that explain, 
account for and 
interpret the 
variation in 
behaviour in an 
area of study.  
The behaviour is 
mostly related to 
some 
problem/concer
n experienced by 
the subjects in 
the area. 
Conceptualisatio
n is the core 
process of 
grounded theory 
(Van Niekerk 
and Roode, 2009, 
p.57) 
 

 To discover latent patterns of 
behaviour within the data. To 
describe the full range of 
behaviour occurring in the 
area.  To give meaning to the 
data, capacity to understand 
to separate the pertinent from 
the non-pertinent.  It refers 
mainly to the researcher’s 
professional experiences in 
the discipline under study 
(Van Niekerk and Roode, 
2009, p.78) 
 

 To construct a “picture 
that draws from, 
reassembles, and renders 
subjects’ lives” (Charmaz 
2003, p. 270) 
(Breckenridge et al., 
2012). "The grounded 
theorist's analysis tells a 
story about people, social 
processes, and situations. 
The researcher composes 
the story; it does not 
simply unfold before the 
eyes of an objective 
viewer. The story reflects 
the viewer as well as the 
viewed." (p.87) 

Questioning   Focuses his 
attention on the 
data to allow the 
data to tell their 
own story (Stern, 

 Brings to bear every possible 
contingency that could relate 
to the data whether it appears 
in the data or not (Stern, 
1994).  He examines the data 

“What perspective do I 
represent?”  “How may 
this perspective influence 
my reading? And how 
should I factor it out?” 
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1994).  The 
questions are 
based around: 
What do we have 
here: 
 ‘What is this 
data a study of?’ 
 ‘What category 
does this 
incident 
indicate?’ What 
is actually 
happening in the 
data?’, ‘What is 
the main concern 
being faced by 
the 
participants?’, 
and ‘What 
accounts for the 
continual 
resolving of this 
concern?’ 
(Glaser, 1998, 
p.140) 
 

stops at each word to ask 
‘what if’.  To ‘open up’ the 
data, the researcher tries to 
generate as many properties 
and sub-properties of each 
category as possible by asking 
all kinds of questions about the 
data. (p. 80) 

(Deady, 2011, p.51). 

Coding 
Procedure 
characteristi
cs 

Less prescriptive 
with inductive-
deductive mix 

Prescriptive- a very 
complicated technique filled 
with numerous detailed steps 

Interpretative, intuitive, 
and impressionistic.  The 
analyst codes for actions 
and potential theoretical 
cues rather than for 
themes. Advises that 

coding with gerunds. ‘The 
most important 
processes are tacit’ 
(Charmaz, 2004, p. 982). 
This exposes “implicit 
processes, to make 
connections between 
codes, and to keep their 
analyses active and 
emergent” (Charmaz, 
2008, p. 164). Proposes 
the generic use of in vivo-
codes, which 
encompasses utilizing 
the language of the 
participants as codes 
(2008). She gives no 
explanation of the 
detailed steps between 
the major phases of 
coding and analysis 
(p.175) 

Abstraction 
and 
Conceptualis
ation 

Grounded theory 
produces 
abstractions not 
descriptions 
(Glaser, 2007).  

Explanatory theory takes 
account of the multiple 
perspectives of participants, 
but raises these to the abstract 
level of conceptualization. An 

Narrative approach to GT  
does not neglect 
abstraction as it weaves 
conceptualization into 
description (Charmaz, 
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CGT allows the 
generation of a 
hypothesis that 
can be later 
tested using 
qualitative or 
quantitative 
measures. These 
concepts have to 
be on a 
conceptual level 
and must not be 
definitions of the 
data but identify 
latent patterns in 
the data. The aim 
of grounded 
theory is “not 
findings, not 
accurate fact and 
not description. 
It is just 
straightforward 
conceptualisatio
n integrated into 
theory – a set of 
plausible, 
grounded 
hypotheses 
(Glaser and 
Holton, 2004, 
p.8). 

empirically grounded theory 
is both generated and verified 
in the data” (Hallberg, 2006, p. 
143). The level of abstraction 
here is much lower than in 
Glaserian. 
 

2006), particularly as the 
concluding story 
encompasses “categories, 
conditions, conceptual 
relationships, and 
consequences” (Hallberg, 
2006, p. 147) 
 

Criteria for 
the Quality 
of Grounded 
Theory 

Fit 
Work 
Relevance 
Modifiability 
(Glaser, 2002a) 
 
The concept of 
‘fit’ means that 
categories 
should emerge 
from the data, 
and not selected 
from a 
theoretical 
perspective that 
has been pre-
determined. 
“Work” means 
that theories 
should be able to 
predict, explain, 
and interpret 
what is 
happening in the 
area of study, 
while ‘relevance’ 
means that 

Deduction 
Verification 
Validation (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998) 

Reflexivity 
Relationality. 

Dialogical interaction 
with the research 
participants' 
subjectivities can highly 
benefit the research 
process in its co-
construction of 
knowledge (Marks and 
Mönnich-Marks, 2003).  
Engaging in a self-
reflexive exercise that 
helps to 
contextualize the 
research practice in the 
researcher's cultural 
background 
(Dressel and Langreiter, 
2003). it is also 
important to recognize 
that the research context 
has a large influence on 
the research, and thus, a 
"contextual reflexivity" 
(Naidu and Sliep, 2011) 
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theories must be 
relevant to the 
action in the area 
of study it is 
supposed to 
explain. 
“Modifiability” 
indicates 
changes 
grounded theory 
may have to go 
through in case 
new data 
emerges, 
“generating 
qualifications to 
the theory” 
(Lomborg & 
Kirkevold cited 
in (Bulawa, 
2014, p. 78) 
 
 

should be considered 
throughout the research 
process (p. 97) 
 

Role of the 
researcher  

The researcher is 
external to the 
process and is an 
observer rather 
than a creator or 
participant The 
idea that the 
researcher 
should remain 
somehow 
"removed" from 
the 
Research 
process, so that 
one "objective" 
theory can be 
discovered The 
researcher tries 
to answer 
questions related 
to what the data 
are a study of; 
what concept the 
incident 
indicates; what is 
happening in the 
data; what the 
main concerns of 
the subjects are; 
and how they 
address these 
concerns. These 
questions force 
the researcher to 
stay focused on 
the underlying 

The researcher's voice should 
not only be explicitly 
recognized, but also analyzed 
as an influential element in 
the resulting theory (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1990)p.75) 

Recognizes that the 
viewer creates the data 
and ensuing analysis 
through interaction with 
the viewed. It is the 
researcher who aims to 
construct a theory 
through the 
methodology. 
Data do not provide a 
window on reality. 
Rather, the 'discovered' 
reality arises from the 
interactive process and 
its temporal, cultural, and 
structural contexts. 
Researcher and subjects 
frame that interaction 
and confer meaning upon 
it. The viewer then is part 
of what is viewed rather 
than separate from it." 
(pp.523-524). 
Constructionism assumes 
the relativism of multiple 
social realities, 
recognizes the mutual 
creation of knowledge by 
the viewer and the 
viewed, and aims toward 
interpretive 
understanding of 
subjects' meanings." (p. 
345) 
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patterns that 
yield the 
concepts thereby 
transcending the 
data. The 
researcher raises 
the informant's 
perspective to an 
abstract level of 
conceptualizatio
n and strives to 
see the 
underlying or 
latent pattern in 
the participants’ 
collective words 
in a new 
perspective (Van 
Niekerk and 
Roode, 2009, 
p.23) 

Literature 
Review 

Against reading 
about the area 
under study 
before the 
beginning of data 
collection, and 
even during later 
stages of the 
research. Their 
advice was 
"literally to 
ignore the 
literature of 
theory and fact 
on the area 
under study, in 
order to assure 
that the 
emergence of 
categories will 
not be 
contaminated" 
(1967, p.45) 
(Ramalho et al., 
2015). He argued 
that the 
literature related 
to the 
researched area 
should only be 
read in later 
stages of a study 
The rationale 
was that 
refraining from a 
literature review 
would allow the 
theory to emerge 

Did not recommend 
Disassociating from the 
literature, but rather to 
engage with it and use it in "all 
phases of the research".  
Literature helps to identify 
relevant categories and 
understand their 
relationships.  
To stimulate theoretical 
sensitivity “by providing 
concepts and relationships 
that are checked out against 
actual data” (p. 50).  
To obtain a range of questions 
that they would use to ask 
their respondents,  
To decide where to go 
To discover phenomena that 
is significant to the 
development of theory.  
To validate the accuracy of 
their findings, or can rely on. 
To show how their findings 
differ from the published 
literature (Bulawa, 2014) 
(p.120) 

The researcher will often 
review literature—
technical, nontechnical, 
professional, or non-
professional—before 
beginning data collection 
and analysis. Therefore, 
and as pointed out by 
several authors 
(Charmaz, 2006)(p.73). It 
is very unlikely that even 
without conducting a 
literature review 
specifically oriented to 
the researched area, a 
researcher will arrive at 
the research project 
without a previous 
reading somehow related 
to, as well as influential 
in, the research. One 
advice could be to let this 
literature review "lie 
fallow" (Charmaz, 2006 
,p.166) until later stages 
of the research in order 
to encourage the 
researcher to use his/her 
own ideas (p.217) 
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from the data, 
rather than 
being imposed to 
it from the 
existing 
literature 
(p.419) 

Grounded 
Theory 
Definition 

A grounded 
theory can be 
presented 
‘‘either as a well-
codified set of 
propositions or 
in a running text 
of theoretical 
discussion, using 
conceptual 
categories and 
their properties’’ 
(Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967. p. 
31). A grounded 
theory study can 
result in an 
empirically 
grounded 
hypothesis that 
can be further 
tested and 
verified with 
new data using 
quantitative or 
qualitative 
methodology. 

The analysis, which relates to 
time, culture, and context, 
reflects both the participant's 
and the researcher's way of 
thinking. The researcher's 
interpretative understanding, 
rather than the researcher's 
explanation, of how the 
participant creates his or her 
understanding and meaning of 
reality is the result of the 
analysis (Van Niekerk and 
Roode, 2009, p.76) 

The result of a 
constructivist grounded 
theory can be presented 
as narratives or as a 
story specifying 
categories, conditions, 
conceptual relationships 
and consequences 
(Hallberg, 2009, p. 9) 

The focus of 
Grounded 
Theory 

 The development of a theory 
that can be useful in practice 
(Hallberg, 2009, p. 32) 

Focus on meaning, 
action, and process in the 
studied social context.  
The researcher's analysis 
tells a story about people, 
social processes, and 
situations. The 
researcher composes the 
story: it does not simply 
unfold before the eyes of 
an objective viewer. 
Accordingly, the story 
reflects the viewer as 
well as the viewed 
(Charmaz, 2014, p. 115) 

Epistemolog
ical and 
Ontological 
Position 

Positivist 
emergence.  The 
assumption 
behind the 
notion of 
emergence is the 
one of an 
"objective" 
theory existing 
within the data. 

Interpretivist emergence 
The researcher is internal to 
the process of emergence by 
participating as a constituent 
element in the creation of 
emergence. Does not con-
sider reality to be something 
that exists outside of the 
researcher. The emerging 
theory is unquestionably the 

Constructionist 
emergence knowledge is 
recognized as situated, 
contingent, and 
intimately related to the 
epistemic subject and 
his/her social and 
material environment 
(Breuer, 2003)The 
researcher cannot be 
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That is, a theory 
that should be 
discovered or 
allowed to 
emerge without 
forcing 
preconceived 
ideas and 
assumptions on 
it, and thus, 
contaminating it 
with the 
researcher's 
subjectivity (p. 
335) 

researcher’s unfettered 
interpretation of the data that 
is unhindered by an external 
reality (Levers, 2013, p.75) 
 

purged from data 
collection and analysis as 
both are "created from 
shared experiences and 
relationships with 
participants and other 
sources of data" 
(Charmaz, 2014, p.239). 
In a constructivist GTM, 
the resulting theory 
"depends on the 
researcher's view; it does 
not and cannot stand 
outside of it (p.642) 
 

 Theoretical 
Coding  

Suggests 18 
coding families, 
which covers 
ideas like 
dimensions and 
elements, mutual 
effects and 
reciprocity, 
social control, 
recruitment and 
isolation, and 
many other ideas 
for categories 
and 
relationships.  
Proposes a series 
of coding 
families that 
include the ‘Six 
C’s’: Causes, 
Contexts, 
Contingencies, 
Consequences, 
Covariances and 
Conditions. 
These coding 
families are 
prompts for the 
researcher “to 
tell an analytic 
story that has 
coherence ...  
[And] move your 
analytic story in 
a theoretical 
direction 
(Levers, 2013, p. 
87) 

Only the casual paradigm 
model is used coding 
paradigm involving 
conditions, context, 
action/interactional strategies 
and consequences” (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 96). 
Diagramming is central to the 
coding processes, and Strauss 
and Corbin use it extensively. 
Initially in the coding process, 
logic diagrams such as 
flowcharts are used. When 
undertaking higher level 
analysis, researchers use both 
the conditional/consequential 
matrix and integrative 
diagramming, illustrating the 
complex interplay between 
the different levels of 
conditions (Strauss, 1987; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998). 
Strauss and Corbin have used 
a variety of techniques (e.g., 
questioning, the flip-flop 
technique, far-out 
comparisons) to enhance 
researcher sensitivity during 
analysis (Strauss, 1987; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998, 
p. 147) 
 

Suggests using Glaser’s 
18 theoretical coding 
families (may take into 
account several coding 
families), theories from 
discipline and concepts 
from other fields or Six 
C’s.  ‘’If you use [them] 
skillfully, theoretical 
codes may hone your 
work with a sharp 
analytic edge (Charmaz, 
2014, p.151). 

Theoretical 
Sensitivity 

Theoretical 
sensitivity is the 
deliberate 
attempt to 
suspend 
intuition/precon

Theoretical sensitivity is 
about “having insight, the 
ability to give meaning to data, 
the capacity to understand, 
and capability to separate the 
pertinent from that which 

Acknowledges that a risk 
is the individual, 
emphasising the active, 
reflective actor to the 
neglect of the larger 
social forces acting upon 
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ceptions and 
uncover what is 
found in the 
data, that is, 
what the data 
are 
indicating/disclo
sing (data-
driven).  

isn’t” (p. 41). Argue that 
theoretical sensitivity is 
derived from a number of 
sources. One such source is 
the reading of 
Literature for researchers to 
be familiar with publications 
that would provide them with 
a rich background of 
information that would 
sensitise them to what is 
happening with the 
phenomenon of study. Other 
important sources of 
sensitivity are the 
professional and personal 
experience of researchers. 

him or her. The 
researcher needs to learn 
how social forces affect 
the actor and what if 
anything the actor thinks, 
feels and does about 
them. Theoretical 
sensitivity “relies on the 
researcher’s intuitive and 
interpretive analysis of 
the data” (researcher-
driven) (Hallberg, 2009) 
p.64) 

Core 
Category 

A category will 
emerge from 
among many and 
‘core out’ ” (p. 
95) of its own 
accord.  The 
theory is 
developed 
around the core, 
allowing for 
integration, 
density, 
saturation, and 
completeness 
and 
delaminating the 
focus.  After a 
time period of 
open coding, the 
core category 
emerges.  This 
category 
accounts for 
most of the 
variation in the 
pattern of 
behaviour and is 
related to most, 
if not all, of other 
categories.  
Glaser says that 
open coding 
should continue 
until the core 
category 
emerges from 
the data.   
As soon as the 
core category is 
identified, open 
coding is ceased 
and the 

According to Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) the core 
category is supposed to have 
analytic power, which gives it 
the “ability to pull the other 
categories together to form an 
explanatory whole” (p. 146). 
The core category is essential 
to the development of the 
substantive theory. Without a 
core category then a study 
cannot be characterised as a 
grounded theory study 
(Murphy et al., 1998).  During 
the selective coding the 
researcher is required to 
delimit coding to codes that 
relate to core codes and other 
categories become 
subservient to the core 
category under focus (Murphy 
et. al. 1998, p.43). 

A core category is not 
necessary. More than one 
category can be 
constructed. Core 
categories are 
constructed at the later 
stage of research. An 
incident, which may have 
appeared trivial, can 
actually be a vital 
indicator of the core 
category that resolves 
the main concern. 
(Bulawa, 2014) p.96) 
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researcher 
moves on to the 
more focused 
phase of 
selective coding.  
If two possible 
core categories 
are identified, 
one is chosen as 
dominant for the 
specific 
paper/book, and 
the other can be 
used as the 
dominant 
category in 
another 
paper/book 
(Ramalho et al., 
2015, p.65 

Coding 
procedure 

Open Coding 
Selective Coding 
Theoretical 
Coding 

Open Coding 
Axial Coding 
Selective Coding 
Theoretical Coding 

Initial Coding 
Focused Coding 
Theoretical Coding 

Selective 
Coding 

The core 
category is 
known and the 
collection; 
analysis and 
coding of the 
data are now 
limited to only 
those categories 
those are 
relevant to the 
core. Coding 
stops when no 
more incidents 
are found that 
indicate new 
categories or 
properties.  That 
which is not 
related to the 
core is ignored 
for that 
particular 
research study if 
relevant.  
(Ramalho et al., 
2015, p.45) 

Selective coding is similar to 
axial coding, but on a more 
abstract level.  The categories 
are now woven together 
through relationships 
between them to fit the 
storyline decided on by the 
researcher.  They have to be 
verified in the data.  The 
researcher completes 
categories that are not yet 
saturated by asking more 
questions and then verifying 
the preliminary answers in 
existing or new data. 
(Hallberg, 2009) 

No selective Coding 

Theoretical 
Saturation 

When no new 
interchangeably 
incidents are 
found in the 
data, the 
categories are 
saturated and 
the researcher 

Research goes on indefinitely 
by the researcher constantly 
asking new questions that 
need to be verified. The 
process is time-consuming 
and can only done on a subset 
of the data.  The researcher 
has to make a decision on 

Refers to the point at 
which gathering more 
data about a theoretical 
category reveals no new 
properties nor yields any 
further theoretical 
insights about the 
emerging grounded 
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proceeds to the 
writing phase.  
 

when to stop (Hallberg, 2009, 
p. 8) 
 

theory (p.18) 

Theoretical 
Sampling 

The prime mover 
of coding, 
collecting and 
analysing data. It 
is both directed 
by the emerging 
theory and it 
directs its 
further 
emergence It is 
the “where next” 
in collecting 
data, the “for 
what” according 
to the codes, and 
the “why” from 
the analysis in 
memos (p. 15).  
Theoretical 
sampling refers 
to the process 
whereby the 
researcher 
selectively 
samples the next 
data to collect 
whilst jointly 
collecting, coding 
and analysing 
the data.  It is 
guided by the 
needs of the 
emergent theory 
and cannot be 
determined in 
advance.  
Theoretical 
sampling ceases 
when the 
categories are 
saturated 
(Ramalho et al., 
2015) p.92 

A method of data collection 
based on concepts/themes 
derived from data. The 
purpose of theoretical 
sampling is to collect data 
from places, people and 
events that will maximise 
opportunities to develop 
concepts in terms of their 
properties and dimensions, 
uncover variations, and 
identify relationships between 
concepts. (p. 143).  At first 
sampling is guided by the 
research questions. In open 
coding, the aim is to uncover 
as many as possible 
potentially relevant categories 
with their properties and 
dimensions, and to enable the 
verification of researcher 
generated preliminary 
answers.  During axial coding 
the purpose changes to 
uncover and verify 
relationships.  In selective 
coding, the sampling is driven 
by the purpose to integrate 
the categories to form the 
theory; to validate the 
integrative relationships; and 
to fill in any categories that 
have not yet been saturated 
(Hallberg, 2009)p.34) 

Theoretical sampling 
means seeking pertinent 
data to develop your 
emerging theory. The 
main purpose of 
theoretical sampling is to 
elaborate and refine the 
categories constituting 
your theory .You conduct 
theoretical sampling 
developing the 
properties of your 
category (ies) until no 
new properties emerge. 
(p 96) 

Memo-
writing 

The memos can 
take on any form, 
as long as they 
are on a 
conceptual level 
and highly 
sortable 
Diagrams are 
only used when 
they are needed, 
but do not play a 
prominent role 
(Ramalho et al., 

Memos represent the 
recorded form of the abstract 
thought about the data and 
are written during all the 
phases of the research.  
Different types of memos are 
recommended: code note, 
theoretical notes, operational 
notes, and sub-varieties of 
these.  Guidelines are given for 
their format.  The memos are 
supported by diagrams, which 
are the graphic 

Memo writing involves 
writing down thoughts, 
feelings, or questions 
that arise from the 
analytic process. These 
notes become further 
data to be analyzed and 
they are a key element of 
the analytic process 
(CHARMAZ, 2006) 
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2015) p 103 representations of the 
relationships between the 
concepts.  The diagrams 
become more intricate and 
complex as the research 
progresses (Hallberg, 2009) 
p.86) 

How is 
Grounded 
Theory 
produced 

Discovered the 
researcher is 
external to the 
process and is an 
observer rather 
than a creator or 
participant.  The 
researcher 
removes her 
influence on the 
data and allows 
the theory to 
emerge in its 
true sense. The 
researcher 
observes the 
emergence of a 
theory that 
transcends and 
simplifies the 
data. The 
emergent theory 
is an imperfect 
apprehension of 
reality, and it is 
one of many 
theories that 
could emerge as 
research moves 
closer to the 
“real” reality 
(Annells, 1997, 
p.12) 

Interpreted Acknowledging 
the researcher's subjectivity.  
Corbin indicates subjectivity 
by stating that is not possible 
to “separate who I am as a 
person from the research and 
analysis that I do” (p. 11), and 
furthermore, “meaning does 
not come out of an interplay 
between subject and object 
but is imposed on the object 
by the subject” (p. 9). Because 
the meaning is coming 
entirely from the subject, the 
epistemological foundation is 
clearly subjective (Hallberg, 
2009) p.56 

Constructed In a 
constructivist GTM, the 
researcher's influence—
and through him/her 
that of their viewed 
literature—is neither 
avoidable nor 
undesirable, but rather 
recognized and included 
in the analytic process. In 
this approach, it is not a 
"researcher's free" 
quality that ensures the 
groundedness of a 
theory, but rather the 
researcher's active, on-
going, and deliberate 
commitment to prioritize 
the data over any other 
input (Annells, 1997, 
p.43) 

 

 

 

Appendix 2: The Excerpt from the First Set of Data Analysis  

 

- Натуральной может называться косметика, которая содержит хотя 

бы один природный компонент. Количество природных 

ингредиентов в сертифицированной органической косметике 

составляет от 60 до 100% в зависимости от страны-производителя.  
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Загадочный термин "органическая косметика" характеризует 

косметическую продукцию, которая минимум на 95 % состоит из 

натуральных ингредиентов, причем все растительные компоненты 

Чтобы получить право называться органической, косметика должна 

пройти обязательную сертификацию. Наиболее известные 1фирмы, 

ее проводящую - это NaTrue, ECOCERT, COSMEBIO, Soil 

1Association, BIO EcoCert, ICEA AIAB, BDIH.  В органических 

средствах используются только натуральные или идентичные 

натуральным, безвредные консерванты (эфирные масла, витамин 

1Е, экстракты трав и ягод, производные морских водорослей и 

продукты пчеловодства). Эта косметика не тестируется на 

животных: используются альтернативные методы опробования, 

такие как тесты "в пробирке", с привлечением волонтеров (когда все 

ингредиенты признаны безопасными), а также компьютерное 

моделирование. 

 

-         Самый требовательный стандарт качества органической и 

натуральной косметики ─ Cosmos ─ учитывает все, даже то, как 

продукт будет разлагаться в природе. Единый стандарт 

сертификации натуральной косметики основали европейские 

организации BDIH, Cosmеbio, Ecocert Greenlife, ICEA и Soil 

2Association. Этот стандарт присваивает косметике маркировки 

Cosmos Organic и Cosmos Natural. Обе регулируют процент 

содержания натуральных и органических компонентов в продукции.   

 

- В России нет единого законодательного документа, 

регламентирующего понятие «натуральная косметика». Поэтому что 

под ней понимать каждый производитель решает сам. Кто-то 

называет свой продукт натуральным при наличии в нем 95% 

натуральных компонентов, а кто-то – добавляя пару капель масла 

ши или экстракт ромашки (при этом в составе могут быть и 
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синтетические, и небезопасные компоненты ─ минеральные масла, 

парабены, и т.д.).   

 

- Также в теории любой российский бренд может получить 

сертификат любой признанной мировой организации. В 

сертифицикацию входит проверка сырья и всех этапов 

производства косметики, а также процент содержания органических, 

натуральных и синтетических веществ, входящих в состав. Многие 

организации проверяют также упаковку косметики и соблюдение 

норм по защите окружающей среды на всех этапах.  

 

- Термин "органический" пришло в косметическую отрасль из 

пищевой индустрии, в которой органическим называют продукт 

(ингредиент) природного происхождения. Органическими считают 

продукты, полученные из растений. При этом растения должны 

произрастать в экологически чистых местах (на плантациях или в 

дикой природе), а при их выращивании запрещено использовать 

химические удобрения, пестициды и гербициды. Из всего этого 

можно сделать выводы что можно самому покупать травы и 

экстракты выращенные в экологически чистых местах и делать 

домашнюю косметику на основе наших народных рецептах . 

 

-       органическая косметика это эффективно и полезно Но нужно найти 

свою косметику которая подходила бы тебе лично Еще думаю что 

нужно уметь искусно смешивать разные компоненты чтобы 

повысить их эффективность например эликсиры с маслами или 

мойстерайзеры с разными экстрактами Иногда стоит 

проэкспериментироваит с разными продуктами и компаниями и 

создать свою индивидуальную рутину  Я люблю смешивать 
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капельки от Планета органика с ночным питательным кремом от 

Сайберики коирый с красненькой крышкой. 

 

 

2.1.1 Initial coding 

 

- 1Натуральной может называться косметика, которая содержит хотя 
2бы один природный компонент. Количество природных 
3ингредиентов в сертифицированной органической косметике 
4составляет от 60 до 100% в зависимости от страны-производителя.  
5Загадочный термин "органическая косметика" характеризует 
6косметическую продукцию, которая минимум на 95 % состоит из 
7натуральных ингредиентов, причем все растительные компоненты 
8Чтобы получить право называться органической, косметика 
9должна пройти обязательную сертификацию. Наиболее известные 
10фирмы, ее проводящую - это NaTrue, ECOCERT, COSMEBIO, Soil 
11Association, BIO EcoCert, ICEA AIAB, BDIH.  В органических 
12средствах используются только натуральные или идентичные 
13натуральным, безвредные консерванты (эфирные масла, витамин 
14Е, экстракты трав и ягод, производные морских водорослей и 
15продукты пчеловодства). Эта косметика не тестируется на 
16животных: используются альтернативные методы опробования, 
17такие как тесты "в пробирке", с привлечением волонтеров (когда 
18все ингредиенты признаны безопасными), а также компьютерное 
моделирование. 

 

-         19Самый требовательный стандарт качества органической и 

20натуральной косметики ─ Cosmos ─ учитывает все, даже то, как 

21продукт будет разлагаться в природе. Единый стандарт 

22сертификации натуральной косметики основали европейские 

23организации BDIH, Cosmеbio, Ecocert Greenlife, ICEA и Soil 

242Association. Этот стандарт присваивает косметике маркировки 

25Cosmos Organic и Cosmos Natural. Обе регулируют процент 

26содержания натуральных и органических компонентов в 

продукции.   
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- 27В России нет единого законодательного документа, 

28регламентирующего понятие «натуральная косметика». Поэтому 

29что под ней понимать каждый производитель решает сам. Кто-то 

30называет свой продукт натуральным при наличии в нем 95% 

31натуральных компонентов, а кто-то – добавляя пару капель масла 

32ши или экстракт ромашки (при этом в составе могут быть и 

33синтетические, и небезопасные компоненты ─ минеральные 

масла, парабены, и т.д.).   

 

- 34Также в теории любой российский бренд может получить 

35сертификат любой признанной мировой организации. В 

36сертифицикацию входит проверка сырья и всех этапов 

37производства косметики, а также процент содержания 

38органических, натуральных и синтетических веществ, входящих в 

39состав. Многие организации проверяют также упаковку 

40косметики и соблюдение норм по защите окружающей среды на 

41всех этапах.  

 

- 42Термин "органический" пришло в косметическую отрасль из 

43пищевой индустрии, в которой органическим называют продукт 

44(ингредиент) природного происхождения. Органическими 

45считают продукты, полученные из растений. При этом растения 

46должны произрастать в экологически чистых местах (на 

47плантациях или в дикой природе), а при их выращивании 

48запрещено использовать химические удобрения, пестициды и 

49гербициды. Из всего этого можно сделать выводы что можно 

50самому покупать травы и экстракты выращенные в экологически 

51чистых местах и делать домашнюю косметику на основе наших 

народных рецептах. 

 

- 52Органическая косметика это эффективно и полезно Но нужно 

53найти свою косметику которая подходила бы тебе лично Еще 

54думаю что нужно уметь искусно смешивать разные компоненты 

55чтобы повысить их эффективность например эликсиры с маслами 

56или мойстерайзеры с разными экстрактами Иногда стоит 

57проэкспериментироваит с разными продуктами и компаниями и 

58создать свою индивидуальную рутину  Я люблю смешивать 



 216 

капельки от Планета органика с ночным питательным кремом от 

Сайберики коирый с красненькой крышкой 

 

- 59Нужно покупать только органическую сертифицированную 

косметику 60если ты действительно хочешь быть уверенным в 

качестве и 61безопасности продукции.  62Читайте маркировки 

друзья и 63информируйте других 64 Нужно ответственно подходить 

к подборке 65уходовой косметике и проверять состав внимательно 

 

1. определение натуральности косметики 

2. определение значения натуральной косметики 

3. содержание натуральной косметики 

4. характеристика сертифицированной косметики 

5. характеристика сертифицированной косметики 

6. требования к органической косметики 

7. наличие натуральных компонентов 

8. требования к органической косметики 

9. органика как сертифицированность 

10. органика как сертифицированность 

11. органика как сертифицированность 

12. использование натуральных компонентов 

13. отсутствие консервантов 

14. состав органики 

15. отсутствие животных компонентов 

16. отсутствие животных компонентов 

17. тестирование органической косметики 

18. безопасность органической косметики 

19. органические сертификаты 

20. забота об окружающей среде 

21. Европезированные органические сертификаты 

22. Сертифицирование органической косметики 

23. Высокие стандарты Европейской косметики 

24. маркирование органической косметики 

25. регулирование органических стандартов Европейскими 

брендами 

26. содержание натуральных компонентов 

27.  Отсутствие органических стандартов в России 

28. сомнения по поводу натуральности органической косметики 

29. отсутствие органических стандартов 

30. отсутствие понимания определения натуральной косметики 
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31. отсутствие понимания определения натуральной косметики 

32. недоверие к натуральной косметики 

33. наличие небезопасных ингредиентов в органике 

34. доступность органических сертификатов в России 

35.  процесс сертификации 

36. процесс сертификации 

37. процент содержания натуральных компонентов 

38. содержание органической косметики 

39. проверка упаковки 

40. защита окружающей среды 

41. защита окружающей среды 

42. происхождение органики как термина 

43. происхождение органики как термина 

44. происхождение органики как термина 

45. получение органических ингредиентов 

46. органика как эко продукт 

47. органика в дикой природе 

48. запрет на использование химических удобрений 

49. создание собственной индивидуальной органической продукции 

50. покупка трав и экстрат 

51. создание домашней косметики 

52. полезность органической косметики 

53. подбор собственной косметики 

54. смешивание ингредиентов 

55. повышение эффективность с помощью смешивания 

ингредиентов 

56. эксперименты с разными продуктами 

57. создание собственной органической рутины 

58. создание собственной органической рутины 

59.  покупка органической косметике  

60. безопасность продукции 

61. чтение маркировки перед покупкой 

62. информирование других покупателей 

63. проверка состава продукции 
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Focused coding 

 
             
Focused coding Initial coding 
Предъявление требований к 
органической косметике 

1. определение натуральности 

косметики 

2. определение значения 

натуральной косметики 

3. содержание натуральной 

косметики 

4. характеристика 

сертифицированной косметики 

5. характеристика 

сертифицированной косметики 

6. требования к органической 

косметики 

7. наличие натуральных 

компонентов 

8. требования к органической 

косметики 

9. органика как 

сертифицированность 

10. органика как 

сертифицированность 

11. органика как 

сертифицированность 

12. использование натуральных 
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компонентов 

13. отсутствие консервантов 

14. состав органики 

15. отсутствие животных 

компонентов 

16. отсутствие животных 

компонентов 

17. тестирование органической 

косметики 

18. безопасность органической 

косметики 

19. органические сертификаты 

 
Интернализация органической 
косметики и ее сертифицирование 

1. Европезированные 

органические сертификаты 

2. Сертифицирование 

органической косметики 

3. Высокие стандарты 

Европейской косметики 

4. маркирование органической 

косметики 

5. регулирование органических 

стандартов Европейскими 

брендами 

6. Отсутствие органических 

стандартов в России 

7. сомнения по поводу 

натуральности органической 

косметики 

 

 
Проверка на отсутствие химических т 
животных компонентов в составе  

1. процесс сертификации 

2. процесс сертификации 

3. процент содержания 

натуральных компонентов 

4. содержание органической 

косметики 

5. проверка упаковки 

6. защита окружающей среды 

7. защита окружающей среды 

8. происхождение органики как 

термина 

9. происхождение органики как 

термина 

10. происхождение органики как 
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термина 

11. получение органических 

ингредиентов 

12. органика как эко продукт 

13. органика в дикой природе 

14. запрет на использование 

химических удобрений 

 
Использование только 
сертифицированных органических 
брендов 

1. подбор собственной косметики 

2. смешивание ингредиентов 

3. повышение эффективность с 

помощью смешивания 

ингредиентов 

4. эксперименты с разными 

продуктами 

5. создание собственной 

органической рутины 

6. создание собственной 

органической рутины 

7.  покупка органической 

косметике  

8. безопасность продукции 

9. чтение маркировки перед 

покупкой 

10. информирование других 

покупателей 

11. проверка состава продукции 
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3.1.3 Theoretical coding 

 

 

 

Picture 9: The example of the transition stage from the focused to theoretical coding 
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Picture 10: Coding Process from the first set of data 
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Appendix 3: The Excerpt from the Second Set of Data Analysis 

 
Расскажите пожалуйста о вашем бренде и о вашем бизнесе? Что самое 
важное в нем? Как вы себя позиционируете? 

Мы производим натуральную косметику и если можно сказать немножко 
пафосно то в какой-то степени воскрешаем веру Российского покупателя в 
качество и эффективность Российских брендов которые следуют традициям 
народных руцептам и остаются верным использованию местных трав и 
экстрактов которые еще наши предки использовали и без 6всякой химии 
умудрялись выглядить гораздо моложе своих лет 

-То есть главный упор и философия Российиского бренда и Вашей компании 
это использование народной и традиционной косметики? 

Безусловно мы знаем секреты На Руси с древних времен большое внимание 
уделялось соблюдению чистоты и опрятности. Жителям Древней Руси был 
известен гигиенический уход за кожей лица, рук, тела, волосами. Русские 
женщины прекрасно знали, что простокваша, сметана, сливки и мед, жиры и 
масла смягчают, и восстанавливают кожу лица, шеи, рук, делают ее 
эластичной и бархатистой; яйцами хорошо промывать волосы, а настоем 
трав их ополаскивать. Так что нужные средства они находили и брали из 
окружающей природы: собирали травы, цветки, плоды, ягоды, корни, 
лечебные и косметические свойства которых им были известны Также были 
хорошо известны и лечебные свойства дикорастущих трав. Они собирали 
цветки, траву, ягоды, плоды, корни растений и умело использовали их для 
приготовления косметических средств. Наша цель это возрадить народные 
традиции существующие на Руси издавна и убедить в их силу и магию 
Российиского покупателя Это то что мы можем предложить в противовес 
зарубежным брендам которые хотя зачастую и позицианируют себя как 
сертифицированную орнаническую косметику не могут похвастаться 
знанием народных рецептов и приготовлению омолвживающих эликсиров и 
тоников К тому же заграничные крупные бренды в основном производят 
дорогостоящую люксовую косметику за счет больших инвестиций в 
маркетинг упаковочные материалы и брендинг 
 
-То есть концептуально Российский бренд в косметической органической 
индустрии отличается от зарубежных косметических компаний? 
 
Да для того чтобы оставаться конкурентоспособным брендом на рынке и 
соревноваться с  крупными косметическими компаниями мы должны себя 
хорошо дифференцировать и создать бренд с отличительными 
особенностями и характеристиками Поэтому мы целеноправленно 
определили себя в другую категорию бренда с доступной ценовой 
категорией для местного покупателя 
 
-А как Вы определили себя в эту категорию? В плане покупательских 
потребностей и с такой идентификации бренда? 
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- Когда мы принимали решение по поводу бренда и его положения на рынке 

мы разговаривали со своими бизнес соратниками которые неплохо 
утвердились на рынке в качестве натурального бренда по уходовой 
косметики Мы много узнали о ведении малого бизнеса на рынке в условиях 
финансовых и экономических трудностях малый бизнес сталкивается на 
рынке когда вынужден конкуроровать с крупными брендами К сожалению в 
условиях Российского рынка где малый бизнес без особой поддержки 
государств и в силу осоьенностей развития Российиского рынка после 
распада Советского Союза диктует свои правила-нехватка кадров в сфере 
бизнеса и маркетинга и знаний что представляет собой брендинг Нам очень 
помогла модель ведения бизнеса наших бизнес соратников через них мы 
много узнали о его целевом сегменте покупателя его харастерисики и 
стратегиях 

 
- Расскажите про некотрые из них? 

 
- Из основного мы определились что Российиский покупатель со 

среднестатистической зарплатой это основная целевая аудитория в которой 
заинтересован малый местный бизнес в сфере натуральной уходовой 
косметики Это выгодная стратегтческая позиция поскольку международные 
компании заинтересованы в большой степени в покупателе 
заинтересованном в нишевом люксовым продукте мы же наоборот 
предоставляем качественную натуральную косметику по доступной цене 
 

- А что по поводу анализа рынка и идентификации основных рокупательских 
групп и субгрупп? 
 

- Если честно то мы в основном основывались на данные наших 
предшественников У нас не было финансовой возможности на тщательное 
анализа рынка и покупателя Мы думали что мы будем действовать методом 
проб и ошибок … 
 
Хорошо расскажите немного о маркетинговых и бизнес стратегиях которые 
Вы заимствовали от своих предшественников 
 

- Первое что мы поняли из опыта других малых бизнесов это то что в 
условиях рынка мы сможем себе позволить пока только интернет онлайн 
продаж попытаемся создать близкие интерактивные отношения с 
покупателем посредством взаимодействия через интернет платформы и 
наш оффициальный сайт  
 

- Рсскажите побольше об интеративных отношениях с покупателем? 
 

- Ну во-первых мы стараемся отвечать на комментарии покупателя на нашей 
страничке всегда или мы отвечаем на вопросы или рассказываем более 
подробно о нашей продукции и бренде Помимо этого наша 66компания 
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старается размещать интерактивные посты чтобы заинтересовать и вовлечь 
покупателя 

-Интерактивные посты? Что это значит для Вас? 

-Например мы всегда оставляем ссылку под постами чтобы покупатель мог 
легко перейти на наш сайт Помимо этого мы стараемся делать регулрные 
микроблоги на интересные темы в сфере органика и косметика У нас также 
есть небольшая команда блогеров которые с нами сотрудничают развивают 
разные темы или делают обзор на нашу продукцию Это очень 
информативно и увлекательно для аудитории 

-Как Вы узнаете о реакции аудитории на вашу продукцию и бренде? 

-К сожалению мы не владеем кастимизированными последними 
технологиями которые бы позволяли бы мониторить и системизировать 
отзывы покупателей в базе данных из разных источников Но мы собираем 
комментарии с нашего сайта и со страничек в социальных сетях  

 

Initial coding 

 
Расскажите пожалуйста о вашем бренде и о вашем бизнесе? Что самое 
важное в нем? Как вы себя позиционируете? 

1Мы производим натуральную косметику и если можно сказать немножко 
2пафосно то в какой-то степени воскрешаем веру Российского покупателя 3в 
качество и эффективность Российских брендов которые следуют 
4традициям народных руцептам и остаются верным использованию 
5местных трав и экстрактов которые еще наши предки использовали и без 
6всякой химии умудрялись выглядить гораздо моложе своих лет 

-То есть главный упор и философия Российиского бренда и Вашей компании 
это использование народной и традиционной косметики? 

7Безусловно мы знаем секреты На Руси с древних времен большое 
8внимание уделялось соблюдению чистоты и опрятности. Жителям 
9Древней Руси был известен гигиенический уход за кожей лица, рук, тела, 
10волосами. Русские женщины прекрасно знали, что простокваша, сметана, 
11сливки и мед, жиры и масла смягчают, и восстанавливают кожу лица, 
12шеи, рук, делают ее эластичной и бархатистой; яйцами хорошо 
13промывать волосы, а настоем трав их ополаскивать. Так что нужные 
14средства они находили и брали из окружающей природы: собирали 
15травы, цветки, плоды, ягоды, корни, лечебные и косметические свойства 
16которых им были известны Также были хорошо известны и лечебные 
17свойства дикорастущих трав. Они собирали цветки, траву, ягоды, плоды, 
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18корни растений и умело использовали их для приготовления 
19косметических средств. Наша цель это возрадить народные традиции 
20существующие на Руси издавна и убедить в их силу и магию 
21Российиского покупателя Это то что мы можем предложить в 
22противовес зарубежным брендам которые хотя зачастую и 
23позицианируют себя как сертифицированную орнаническую косметику 
24не могут похвастаться знанием народных рецептов и приготовлению 
25омолвживающих эликсиров и тоников К тому же заграничные крупные 
26бренды в основном производят дорогостоящую люксовую косметику за 
27счет больших инвестиций в маркетинг упаковочные материалы и 
брендинг 
 
-То есть концептуально Российский бренд в косметической органической 
индустрии отличается от зарубежных косметических компаний? 
 
28Да для того чтобы оставаться конкурентоспособным брендом на рынке 
29и соревноваться с  крупными косметическими компаниями мы должны 
30себя хорошо дифференцировать и создать бренд с отличительными 
31особенностями и характеристиками Поэтому мы целеноправленно 
32определили себя в другую категорию бренда с доступной ценовой 
33категорией для местного покупателя 
 
-А как Вы определили себя в эту категорию? В плане покупательских 
потребностей и с такой идентификации бренда? 

 
- 34Когда мы принимали решение по поводу бренда и его положения на 

35рынке мы разговаривали со своими бизнес соратниками которые 
36неплохо утвердились на рынке в качестве натурального бренда по 
37уходовой косметики Мы много узнали о ведении малого бизнеса на 
38рынке в условиях финансовых и экономических трудностях малый 
39бизнес сталкивается на рынке когда вынужден конкуроровать с 
40крупными брендами К сожалению в условиях Российского рынка где 
41малый бизнес без особой поддержки государств и в силу осоьенностей 
42развития Российиского рынка после распада Советского Союза диктует 
43свои правила-нехватка кадров в сфере бизнеса и маркетинга и знаний 
44что представляет собой брендинг Нам очень помогла модель ведения 
45бизнеса наших бизнес соратников через них мы много узнали о его 
46целевом сегменте покупателя его харастерисики и стратегиях 

 
- Расскажите про некотрые из них? 

 
- 47Из основного мы определились что Российиский покупатель со 

48среднестатистической зарплатой это основная целевая аудитория в 
49которой заинтересован малый местный бизнес в сфере натуральной 
50уходовой косметики Это выгодная стратегтческая позиция поскольку 
51международные компании заинтересованы в большой степени в 
52покупателе заинтересованном в нишевом люксовым продукте мы же 
53наоборот предоставляем качественную натуральную косметику по 
54доступной цене 
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- А что по поводу анализа рынка и идентификации основных рокупательских 

групп и субгрупп? 
 

- 55Если честно то мы в основном основывались на данные наших 
56предшественников У нас не было финансовой возможности на 
57тщательное анализа рынка и покупателя Мы думали что мы будем 
58действовать методом проб и ошибок … 
 
Хорошо расскажите немного о маркетинговых и бизнес стратегиях которые 
Вы заимствовали от своих предшественников 
 

- 59Первое что мы поняли из опыта других малых бизнесов это то что в 
60условиях рынка мы сможем себе позволить пока только интернет 
61онлайн продаж попытаемся создать близкие интерактивные отношения 
62с покупателем посредством взаимодействия через интернет платформы и 
наш оффициальный сайт  
 

- Рсскажите побольше об интеративных отношениях с покупателем? 
 

- 63Ну во-первых мы стараемся отвечать на комментарии покупателя на 
64нашей страничке всегда или мы отвечаем на вопросы или рассказываем 
65более подробно о нашей продукции и бренде Помимо этого наша 
66компания старается размещать интерактивные посты чтобы 
67заинтересовать и вовлечь покупателя 

-Интерактивные посты? Что это значит для Вас? 

-68Например мы всегда оставляем ссылку под постами чтобы покупатель 
69мог легко перейти на наш сайт Помимо этого мы стараемся делать 
70регулрные микроблоги на интересные темы в сфере органика и 
71косметика У нас также есть небольшая команда блогеров которые с 
72нами сотрудничают развивают разные темы или делают обзор на нашу 
73продукцию Это очень информативно и увлекательно для аудитории 

-Как Вы узнаете о реакции аудитории на вашу продукцию и бренде? 

-74К сожалению мы не владеем кастимизированными последними 
75технологиями которые бы позволяли бы мониторить и 
76системизировать отзывы покупателей в базе данных из разных 
77источников Но мы собираем комментарии с нашего сайта и со страничек в 
социальных сетях  

 

1производство натуральной косметики 
2воскрешение веры в Российского производителя 
3качество и эффективность Российских брендов 



 228 

4традиции народных рецептов 
5использование местных трав 
6выглядить моложе без химии 
7знание секретов народной красоты 
8уделять внимание чистоте и опрятности 
9 знание гигиенического ухода в Древней Руси 
10 использование народных рецептов 
11использование народных рецептов 
12 использование народных рецептов 
13 использование народных рецептов 
14использование средств из народной среды 
15лечебные и косметические свойства народной косметики 
16 лечебные и косметические свойства народной косметики 
17использование дикорастущих трав 
18приготовление корней растений 
19возраждение народных традиций 
20 магия существующих на Руси издавна традиций 
21предложение народных рецептов Российскому покупателю 
22в противовес зарубежным брендам 
23 позиция зарубежных брендов как органический сертифицированный 
бренд 
24незнание зарубежных брендов народных Российских рецептов  
25 незнание зарубежных брендов народных Российских рецептов  
26зарубежный бренд как люксовый бренд 
27инвестиции зарубежных бренд в маркетинг 
28оставаться конкурентноспособным на рынке 
29соревнование с крупными косметическими компаниями 
30дифференциация бренда 
31создание бренда с отличительными характеристиками 
32определение бренда в другую ценовую категорию 
33 определение бренда в другую ценовую категорию 
34определение позиции бренда 
35разговоры с бизнес соратниками 
36 разговоры с бизнес соратниками с устоявшемся положением на рынке 
37 узнавание о ведении малого бизнеса 
38 в условиях финансовых трудностей 
39столкнавение с конкуренцией крупного бизнеса 
40 столкнавение с конкуренцией крупного бизнеса 
41малый бизнес без поддержки 
42развитие бизнеса после распада Советского Союза 
43нехватка кадров в сфере бизнеса и маркетинга 
44модель ведения бизнес соратников 
45узнавание своей аудитории и покупательского сегмента 
46 узнавание своей аудитории и покупательского сегмента 
47 Российский покупатель как целевая аудитория 
48 доступная ценовая политика  для Российиского поупателя 
49заинтересованность малого бизнеса в Российском покупателе 
50 выгодная стратегическая позиция через Российский рынок 
51заинтересованность международных компаний в нишевом продукте 
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52предоставление доступной продукции Российским малым бизнесом 
53 предоставление доступной продукции Российским малым бизнесом 
54 предоставление доступной продукции Российским малым бизнесом 
55анализ рынка через бенчмаркинг предшественников 
56отсутсвие финансовых возможностей для анализа рынка 
57ведение бизнеса методом проб и ошибок 
58 ведение бизнеса методом проб и ошибок 
59выводы из опыта малых бизнесов 
60интернет как начальный старт 
61создание близких интерактивных отношений с покупателем 
62интерактивные отношения через интернет платформы 
63интерактивность через ответы на комментарии 
64интерактивность через ответы на вопросы 
65рассказы про продукцию и бренд 
66создание интерактивных постов 
67заинтересовать и вовлечь покупателя 
68оставление ссылки под постами 
69обеспечение легкого перехода на сайт 
70регулярные микроблоги  
71работа с командой блогеров 
72 инкорпорация разных тем как интерактивность 
73создание интерактивного и развлекательного контента 
74отсутствие кастомизированных технологий 
75отсутсвин возможности систематизации и мониторинга отзывов 
76 отсутствие возможности систематизации и мониторинга отзывов 
77сбор комментарий в интернете 
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Focused coding 

 
Позицианирование Российского бренда 
как традиционного основанного на 
народных рецептах 

1производство натуральной косметики 
2воскрешение веры в Российского 
производителя 
3качество и эффективность Российских 
брендов 
4традиции народных рецептов 
5использование местных трав 
6выглядить моложе без химии 
7знание секретов народной красоты 
8уделять внимание чистоте и 
опрятности 
9 знание гигиенического ухода в 
Древней Руси 
10 использование народных рецептов 
11использование народных рецептов 
12 использование народных рецептов 
13 использование народных рецептов 
14использование средств из народной 
среды 
15лечебные и косметические свойства 
народной косметики 
16 лечебные и косметические свойства 
народной косметики 
17использование дикорастущих трав 
18приготовление корней растений 
19возраждение народных традиций 
20 магия существующих на Руси 
издавна традиций 
21предложение народных рецептов 
Российскому покупателю 
 

Концептуальное Противопоставление 
Российского бренда зарубежным 
брендам 

22в противовес зарубежным брендам 
23 позиция зарубежных брендов как 
органический сертифицированный 
бренд 
24незнание зарубежных брендов 
народных Российских рецептов  
25 незнание зарубежных брендов 
народных Российских рецептов  
26зарубежный бренд как люксовый 
бренд 
27инвестиции зарубежных бренд в 
маркетинг 
28оставаться конкурентноспособным 
на рынке 
29соревнование с крупными 
косметическими компаниями 
30дифференциация бренда 
31создание бренда с отличительными 
характеристиками 
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32определение бренда в другую 
ценовую категорию 
33 определение бренда в другую 
ценовую категорию 
34определение позиция бренда 

Узнавание о трудном положении 
малого бизнеса на рынке 

35разговоры с бизнес соратниками 
36 разговоры с бизнес соратниками с 
устоявшемся положением на рынке 
37 узнавание о ведении малого бизнеса 
38 в условиях финансовых трудностей 
39столкнавение с конкуренцией 
крупного бизнеса 
40 столкнавение с конкуренцией 
крупного бизнеса 
41малый бизнес без поддержки 
42развитие бизнеса после распада 
Советского Союза 
43нехватка кадров в сфере бизнеса и 
маркетинга 
 

Бенчмаркинг модели малого бизнеса 44модель ведения бизнес соратников 
45узнавание своей аудитории и 
покупательского сегмента 
46 узнавание своей аудитории и 
покупательского сегмента 
47 Российский покупатель как целевая 
аудитория 
48 доступная ценовая политика  для 
Российиского поупателя 
49заинтересованность малого бизнеса 
в Российском покупателе 
50 выгодная стратегическая позиция 
через Российский рынок 
51заинтересованность международных 
компаний в нишевом продукте 
52предоставление доступной 
продукции Российским малым 
бизнесом 
53 предоставление доступной 
продукции Российским малым 
бизнесом 
54 предоставление доступной 
продукции Российским малым 
бизнесом 
55анализ рынка через бенчмаркинг 
предшественников 
56отсутсвие финансовых возможностей 
для анализа рынка 
 

Ведение бизнеса ограниченного в 
ресурсах 

57ведение бизнеса методом проб и 
ошибок 
58 ведение бизнеса методом проб и 
ошибок 
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59выводы из опыта малых бизнесов 
60интернет как начальный старт 
61создание близких интерактивных 
отношений с покупателем 
62интерактивные отношения через 
интернет платформы 
63интерактивность через ответы на 
комментарии 
64интерактивность через ответы на 
вопросы 
65рассказы про продукцию и бренд 
66создание интерактивных постов 
67заинтересовать и вовлечь 
покупателя 
68оставление ссылки под постами 
69обеспечение легкого перехода на 
сайт 
70регулярные микроблоги  
71работа с командой блогеров 
72 инкорпорация разных тем как 
интерактивность 
73создание интерактивного и 
развлекательного контента 
74отсутствие кастомизированных 
технологий 
75отсутсвин возможности 
систематизации и мониторинга 
отзывов 
76 отсутствие возможности 
систематизации и мониторинга 
отзывов 
77сбор комментарий в интернете 
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Picture 11: The example of the transition stage from the focused to theoretical coding 
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Picture 12: Coding Process from the second set of data 
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Appendix 4: Informed Consent Form and Participant 

Information Form 

 Форма согласия на участие в интервью 
 
Практики интегрированных маркетинговых коммуникаций в сфере производства и 
продаж органической косметики малым и средним бизнесом в России. 
 
ИССЛЕДОВАТЕЛЬ 

Кузьмина Екатерина 

Студент Международного Центра 

Бизнеса и Маркетинга 

Университета Бэдфордшир 

Ekaterina.kuzmina@beds.ac.uk 

 

ЦЕЛЬ 
 
Я прохожу обучение и провожу исследования на получение степени доктора наук в 
Международном Центре Бизнеса и Маркетинговых исследований при Университете 
Бэдфордшир.Мое исследование, озаглавленное «Практики интегрированных 
маркетинговых коммуникаций в сфере производства и продажи органической 
косметики малым и средним бизнесом в России», направлено на разработку и 
выявление различных видов маркетинговых практик и взаимодействий между 
малыми предприятиями,производящими органическую косметику и, как эти 
коммуникации и взаимоотношения претворяются в жизнь.Надеюсь, мое 
исследование внесет вклад в развитие маркетинговых связей и позволит по новому 
взглянуть на данный феномен в этой сфере. 
 
ОПИСАНИЕ 
 
Участников исследования (респондентов) просят пройти интервью (a face-to-face) 
под аудиозапись.Если Вы согласны,Вам будут заданы несколько 
вопросов,касающихся сферы маркетинговых взаимодействий с фокусом на малый и 
средний бизнес,основные правила и стратегии развития. С Вашего разрешения, 
интервью будет записываться.Вся процедура займет около 30-45 минут.Вся 
информация,полученная на интервью,будет доступна только мне. 
 
ВОЗМОЖНЫЕ РИСКИ 
 
Рисков,связанных с Вашим участием в интервью,не выявлено. 
 
ИСПОЛЬЗОВАНИЕ ИНФОРМАЦИИ И ДАННЫХ 
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Если Вы предпочитаете анонимное участие,вся информация останется 
конфиденциальной.Только я лично буду иметь доступ к полученной от Вас 
информации.Только с Вашего разрешения интервью будет записано и позднее 
напечатано. Если Вы выразите желание, Вам будет предоставлена копия записи и 
распечатанный экземпляр интервью, а также возможность правки (напр; изъять 
определенное утверждение, высказанное в процессе дачи интервью). Электронные 
данные будут храниться на защищенном сервере.Подписанные и распечатанные 
копии будут храниться под замком у меня дома.Все данные и копии будут 
уничтожены по получении мной степени доктора наук (ориентировочно в июне 
2019). 
 
ИСПОЛЬЗОВАНИЕ РЕЗУЛЬТАТОВ ИССЛЕДОВАНИЯ 
 
Результаты исследования будут опубликованы в моей диссертации, также могут 
быть использованы на конференциях,презентациях и опубликованы в научных 
академических изданиях. 
 
УЧАСТИЕ И ОТКАЗ 
 
Ваше участие абсолютно добровольно.Вы можете отказаться в любой момент, по 
любой причине,без объяснений.Если Вы захотите внести изменения в пройденное 
интервью,Вы сможете это сделать в течении 2-х недель с момента получения 
копии, либо с момента дачи интервью.Если Вы пожелаете выйти из исследования, 
вся информация, данная Вами в процессе интервьюирования, будет удалена из 
исследования и уничтожена. 
 
СОГЛАСИЕ И УСЛОВИЯ СОГЛАСИЯ 
 
Я прочитал и понял информацию, изложенную выше и выражаю свое согласие 
принять участие в исследовании на следующих условиях: 
 

Я согласен на аудиозапись интервью                                            ДА                                       НЕТ 

Я согласен на открытие моей персонификации                       ДА                                        НЕТ 

Я согласен на анонимное участие                                                  ДА                                        НЕТ 

 

                                                                              ИМЯ                                                    ПОДПИСЬ 

 

ОБЯЗАТЕЛЬСТВА НАУЧНОГО РУКОВОДИТЕЛЯ 

Обязуюсь придерживаться правил и процедур,описанных выше 

 

Научный руководитель                                                        ИМЯ                                             

ПОДПИСЬ 

 

ВОЗМОЖНЫЕ ОПАСЕНИЯ УЧАСТИЯ В ИССЛЕДОВАНИИ 

 
Если у Вас возникли какие-либо опасения или вопросы по участию в исследовании, 
пожалуйста свяжитесь с Центром Научных Исследований Университета 
Бэдфордшир по эл. Почте rgs@beds.ac.uk 
 

mailto:rgs@beds.ac.uk
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Участникам исследования будет предоставлена подписанная копия согласия на 
участие в исследовании.                     
 
 
 

Consent Form  

 
 

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMCs) Practices in the Context of 
Organic Skincare SMEs in Russia 

 
Researcher 
Ekaterina Kuzmina, Student 
Centre for International Business and Marketing 
(CIBAM) 
Bedfordshire  University  
Ekaterina.kuzmina@beds.ac.uk 

  

 
Purpose  
 I am a PHD student at the Center for International Business and Marketing at the 
University of Bedfordshire. My research, entitled “Integrated Marketing 
Communications (IMCs) Practices in the Context of Organic SMEs in Russia ” aims to 
explore diverse and distinct marketing communications practices among small 
organic skincare businesses in order to find out how IMCs is being  implemented 
in the defined context.  My hope is that my research will contribute to field of 
Marketing Communications and provide new insights into the phenomenon of 
IMCs. 
Description  
Research participants are asked to complete a face-to-face recorded research 
interview. If you agree, you would be asked questions concerning the area of 
marketing communications with a particular focus on IMCs, its main principles 
and strategies. With your permission, the interview would be audio recorded. Your 
participation would require approximately 30-45 minutes of your time. All records 
of participation will be kept strictly confidential, such as only I will have access to 
this information.    
 
Risk of harm to participants  
There are no known harms associated with your participation in this research.   
 
Management of Research Information/Data  
If you choose to participate anonymously, all records or your participation would 
be confidential. Only I will have access to information in which you are identified.  
With your permission, the interview would be audio recorded and later 
transcribed into writing. At your request, you will be provided a copy of the 
transcript and invited to make changes to the transcript as you wish (e.g. if you 
would like withdraw a particular statement you made during an interview). 
Electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer. Signed consent 
forms and paper copies of interview transcripts will be stored in a locked file 
cabinet in my home. Data will be deleted and shredded at the end of the PHD 
project, approximately Junet, 2019.  
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Use of Research Information  
The results of this study will be published in my PHD thesis, and may also be used 
for conference publications, presentations, and published in peer-reviewed 
journals.   
 
Participation and withdrawal  
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time where practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you would 
like to review and potentially make changes to the transcript of the interview, you 
may withdraw up to two weeks from the time of being provided a copy of the 
transcript. If you decline to review the transcript, you may withdraw up to two 
weeks from the date of our interview. If you choose to withdraw from the study, all 
information you provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the 
study and destroyed.   
 
Consent and Conditions of Consent 
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in 
this research under the following conditions:  
I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     

No               
I consent to having my personal identity disclosed in the 
products of the research.  

Yes                                     

No               
I consent to being quoted in the products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     

No               
 
 
Participant Name ________________________ Participant Signature 
____________________________    
 
Commitment of Principal Investigator  
I, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
 
 
Concerns about your Treatment in the Research 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this 
study, please contact the University of Bedfordshire Research Graduate School 
(RGS) by email at rgs@beds.ac.uk  
 
Participants should be provided a copy of the signed consent form.   
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Appendix 5: Ethics Form Approval 

 
UNIVERSITY OF BEDFORDSHIRE 
 
Research Ethics Scrutiny (Postgraduate Research Students) 
 
When completing this form please ensure that you read and comply with the following: 

 
Researchers must demonstrate clear understanding of an engagement with the following: 

  
1. Integrity - The research has been carried out in a rigorous and professional manner and due 
credit has been attributed to all parties involved.  

2. Plagiarism - Proper acknowledgement has been given to the authorship of data and ideas.  

3. Conflicts of Interest - All financial and professional conflicts of interest have been properly 
identified and declared.  

 4. Data Handling - The research draws upon effective record keeping, proper storage of date 
in line with confidentiality, statute and University policy.  

5. Ethical Procedures - Proper consideration has been given to all ethical issues and 
appropriate approval sought and received from all relevant stakeholders. In addition the 
research should conform to professional codes of conduct where appropriate.  

6. Supervision - Effective management and supervision of staff and student for whom the 
researcher(s) is/are responsible  

7. Health and Safety- Proper training on health and safety issues has been received and 
completed by all involved parties. Health and safety issues have been identified and 
appropriate assessment and action have been undertaken. 
 
The Research Institutes are responsible for ensuring that all researchers abide by the above. It 
is anticipated that ethical approval will be granted by each Research Institute. Each Research 
Institute will give guidance and approval on ethical procedures and ensure they conform to 
the requirements of relevant professional bodies. As such Research Institutes are required to 
provide the University Research Ethics Committee with details of their procedures for ensuring 
adherence to relevant ethical requirements. This applies to any research whether it be, or not, 
likely to raise ethical issues. Research proposals involving vulnerable groups; sensitive topics; 
groups requiring gatekeeper permission; deception or without full informed consent; use of 
personal/confidential information; subjects in stress, anxiety, humiliation or intrusive 
interventions must be referred to the University Research Ethics Committee.  
 
Research projects involving participants in the NHS will be submitted through the NHS 
National Research Ethics Service (NRES). The University Research Ethics Committee will 
normally accept the judgement of NRES (it will never approve a proposal that has been 
rejected by NRES), however NRES approval will need to be verified before research can 
commence and the nature of the research will need to be verified.  
 
Where work is conducted in collaboration with other institutions ethical approval by the 
University and the collaborating partner(s) will be required.  
 
The University Research Ethics Committee is a sub-committee of the Academic Board and is 
chaired by a member of the Vice Chancellor’s Executive Group, appointed by the Vice-
Chancellor and includes members external to the University  
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Research Misconduct: Allegations of Research Misconduct against staff or post graduate (non-
taught) research students should be made to the Director of Research Development.  

 
UNIVERSITY OF BEDFORDSHIRE 
 
Research Ethics Scrutiny (Annex to RS1 form) 
 
SECTION A To be completed by the candidate 

 
Registration No: 1512080 
 
Candidate: Ekaterina Kuzmina 
 
Degree of: MPhil/PHD      
 
Research Institute: BMRI (CAM) 

Research Topic: The mediating role of IMC between brand identity and brand image 

External Funding: Self-funded 
 
The candidate is required to summarise in the box below the ethical issues involved in the 
research proposal and how they will be addressed. In any proposal involving human 
participants the following should be provided: 
 

 clear explanation of how informed consent will be obtained,  

 how will confidentiality and anonymity be observed,  

 how will the nature of the research, its purpose and the means of dissemination of the 
outcomes be communicated to participants, 

 how personal data will be stored and secured 

 if participants are being placed under any form of stress (physical or mental)  identify 
what steps are being taken to minimise risk 

 
If protocols are being used that have already received University Research Ethics Committee 
(UREC) ethical approval then please specify. Roles of any collaborating institutions should be 
clearly identified. Reference should be made to the appropriate professional body code of 
practice. 
 

 

 Participants will be informed about the purpose of the research and 
the interview process, from which they can withdraw at any time 
without giving reasons (please refer to consent form) 

 
 Interviewees’ personal information (also company name) will be kept 

confidential without revealing it in research project. Online forum 
members will have pseudonyms. 

 
 

 Interviewees will be sent questionnaires with a brief explanation of 
the research purpose and invitation to voluntary participate in the 
research. 
 

 All data will be securely stored on personal laptop with a private 
password making sure that no one will be able to access it 
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Answer the following question by deleting as appropriate: 
 

1. Does the study involve vulnerable participants or those unable to give informed consent 
(e.g. children, people with learning disabilities, your own students)?  
   Yes No 
 
If YES: Have/will Researchers be DBS checked? 
    Yes No 

 
2. Will the study require permission of a gatekeeper for access to participants (e.g. 

schools, self-help groups, residential homes)?     
    Yes No 

 
3. Will it be necessary for participants to be involved without consent (e.g. covert 

observation in non-public places)?      
    Yes No 

 
4. Will the study involve sensitive topics (e.g. sexual activity, substance abuse)? 

    Yes No 
 

5. Will blood or tissue samples be taken from participants?    
    Yes No 

 
6. Will the research involve intrusive interventions (e.g. drugs, hypnosis, physical 

exercise)?   Yes No 
 

7. Will financial or other inducements be offered to participants (except reasonable 
expenses)?   Yes No 

 
8. Will the research investigate any aspect of illegal activity?  

Yes No 
 

9. Will participants be stressed beyond what is normal for them? 
Yes No   

                                                               
10. Will the study involve participants from the NHS (e.g. patients) or participants who fall 

under the requirements of the Mental Capacity Act 2005?   
    Yes* No 

 
If you have answered yes to any of the above questions or if you consider that there are 
other significant ethical issues then details should be included in your summary above. If 
you have answered yes to Question 1 then a clear justification for the importance of the 
research must be provided. 
 

*Please note if the answer to Question 10 is yes then the proposal should be submitted through 
NHS research ethics approval procedures to the appropriate NRES. The UREC should be 
informed of the outcome. 
 

Checklist of documents which should be included: 
 

Project proposal (with details of methodology) & source of funding 
 

 

Documentation seeking informed consent (if appropriate) 
 

 

Information sheet for participants (if appropriate) 
 

 

Questionnaire (if appropriate) 
 

 

(Tick as appropriate)
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This form together with a copy of the research proposal should be submitted to the 
Research Institute Director for consideration by the Research Institute Ethics 
Committee/Panel  
 
Note you cannot commence collection of research data until this form has been 
approved 
 
 

 
SECTION B  To be completed by the Research Institute Ethics Committee: 
 

Comments: 
 
BMRI Research Ethics Approval No. BMRI/Ethics/Student/2016-17/005 
 
Dear Ekaterina Kuzmina, 
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