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Abstract

The intellectual capital of each company is represented by each employee that it has – this is its most 

valuable resource and is very difficult to be copied by competitors. This paper aims to bring into the 

readers’ attention, aspects related to employee’s personal branding as seen from a managerial 

perspective. What makes the employees visible? How do the employees differ from one company to 

another and what makes them strong? Why should the personal branding of the employees be 

considered a competitive advantage? These are a few questions the study aims to answer and this 

willbe considered useful when creating guidelines for companies’ sustainable development through 

strategy, attraction through talent brand, particularly within the emergent economies. The results have 

been drawn from an exploratory qualitative research among 12 managers and supervisors from private 

companies in Bucharest. In depth interviews were used as to collect the data. Three hypotheses were 

tested and confirmed corresponding to the above mentioned questions. The study presents directions 

on how the managers view the construction of the employee’s personal brand and its relevance on the 

emerging markets.  It represents a useful guideline for the future studies.

Keywords: competitive advantage, emerging market, employee, personal branding 

1. Introduction

A strong company will always attract talent and will try to keep them as long as possible, as they are not 

only the engine of success, but also the leverage that sustain it. The most important assets – your 

people (...) are not to be found in books (Kotler, 2003). The employee’s personal brand can be 
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considered an indirect part of the internal marketing as it must be involved in choosing, delivering and 

communicating the value for the client (Kotler and Keller, 2008). Moreover, this practically represents a 

great opportunity for the employees to step in front and show their capabilities and develop them 

within the opportunities that the emerging markets provide – as such a market, by definition, offers the 

necessary context for personal development, constantly being opened to new ideas, innovation, unique 

strategies that could contribute to the wealth of the economy. In addition, the ability to  

differentiateoneself  from the competitors has become a real challenge – companies must know its 

rivals, avoiding their power and to exploiting their weaknesses (Trout, 2005), which is not easy to do - 

given that the market continuously develops and customer expectations increase. This is the reason why 

companies can gain by taking into consideration the employees’ real value. The more employees 

exceed, the greater the competitive advantage the company gains. Moreover, an employee with a 

strong personal brand will always be competitive, performaning and significantly contributing to the 

company’s image and performance. It is interesting to see how personal branding contributes to 

company’s performance and visibility in the Romanian market, an emergent one by definition, all these, 

as seen from a managerial perspective.

Nowadays, in the emerging markets, performance management is being looked as a participative 

system, continuous and future oriented - an ongoing cycle of criteria settings, monitorizations, 

evaluations, diagnosis and improvements, action plans and development resources (Shields, 2007). With 

respect to employees, Rasch (2012) concluded in a study that high tech organizations are laying off 

employees in their developed markets in order to devote capital to these emerging markets. Either way, 

the importance of the employee and his level of performance is pretty obvious for gaining the 

competitive advantage on the markets in general and on the emerging makets in particular.

2. What is personal branding and its connections with the competitive advantage 

The personal brand concept was first discussed by Tom Peters (1997) in his article ’’The Brand Called 

You’’, where he sees the personal brand rising as a lesson from the big brand names. The first step in 

creating a personal brand is the differentiation – the attitude, the thinking, the actions that sustain the 

noting within a group and achieving an established goal. The authentic personal brand reflects the moral 
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and behavioral codes drawn by the personal ambition and always must deliver what it promises 

according to Rampersad (2009). According to Miles and Mangold (2005), the employees’ personal brand 

is a source of the strategic competitive advantage and the employee will search for those employment 

relationships that invest in their personal growth (Schweitzer & Lyons, 2008).

In addition, Schweitzer and Lyons (2008) emphasize the importance of creating high value relationships 

between employees and employers. For this to be possible, one must identify those types of potential 

employees that can provide the most value to the organization in reaching its strategic objectives and 

recruiting these individuals in an employment relationship, which will develop benefits for both the 

employee and the employer, fact that will conduct to the increase of the performance, thus to a 

competitive advantage. For the employer, the sustainable competitive advantage is created when the 

employees are instructed and encouraged to use their personal abilities for creating knowledge - an 

advantage which has as a basis and formsof the organizational competencies, according to Shahzad et 

al. (2012), who also underlines the fact that more than 60 studies conducted between 1990-2007 show 

that a strong organizational culture has a positive impact on the employee’s performance.

Realistically,  it is mandatory that both sides to understand each other’s expectations and ensure that 

each of party gives the same level of  importance to the other one (Schweitzer & Lyons, 2008), and that 

they share the same system of values (Cetina, Brandabur & Constantinescu, 2006).

Ready, Hill, and Conger (2008), aimed to identify the factors that differentiate the successful from the 

less successful in emerging markets, and the first analysis revealed four factors: brand, opportunity, 

purpose, and culture. These may sound somewhat generic—and logical in any talent market—but they 

play out in developing nations in particular ways.

Employees in the developing world aren’t used to thinking about the future in expansive terms. Now 

they can look beyond simply making a living. They are particularly attuned to brand, for instance, 

because a desirable affiliation may lead to personal advancement—especially when the brand is 

associated with inspirational leadership, the kind that challenges employees to develop themselves as 

leaders and to help build a great company that plays on a global stage.

Not surprisingly, opportunity means much the same in the developed and developing worlds: 

challenging work, stretch assignments, continual training and development, and competitive pay. In 

emerging markets, however, opportunity must imply an accelerated career track to senior positions. 

High-potential employees don’t focus exclusively on climbing the ladder, however; they are willing to 

make lateral moves as long as their skills and experience accrue at a pace that matches the growth in 

their markets.
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As for purpose, emerging-market job candidates prize a company with a game-changing business model, 

where they can be part of redefining their nation and the world economy. They are also attracted by a 

mission that focuses on helping the unfortunate—many have experienced poverty firsthand—and 

expresses the value of global citizenship.

A company’s culture matters in several distinct ways in emerging markets. First, its “story,” or brand 

promise, has to feel authentic. Second, employees must be rewarded for reasons of merit; a high 

potential from Brazil or Dubai must believe that the executive suite in China or the United Kingdom is 

within reach. Third, although employees want to be recognized for individual achievements, they also 

want to feel a connection with their teams. Finally, the culture has to be truly “talent-centric,” so that 

people know they’re critical to the company’s success.

A closer look at the interviews gave new insights into how these four factors work in concert. It was 

found that they could be united under two guiding principles: promises made (the combination of 

brand, opportunity, and purpose) and promises kept (most significantly, employees’ day-to-day 

experiences within an organization’s culture). All four factors play a role in all aspects of the talent 

management process, but each influences recruitment and retention in different ways. Promises made 

and kept affect any quest for talent, but the intensity of competition and other economies makes strong 

differentiation urgent. Most companies continue to believe that a big salary and a name brand will 

suffice to meet their needs, but a local company that creates genuine opportunities and exhibits 

desirable cultural conditions will often win out over a Western multinational that offers higher pay.

Sociologists agree that the existence of a direct bound between internal branding and employees’ 

quality of life, but what stays unchanged is their character, their personal belonging to some values that 

they guide after (Bogdan, 2011).

Ind (2007) found that, the longer employees remain within one company, the more familiar they 

become with its practices, the more they learn and the more their value increases, so that in the end, 

their empowerment and active participation in decision making becomes an  integrated part of the 

internal marketing strategy of the company (Gounaris, 2005).  Gruman and Saks (2011) support also 

believe  that high engagement levels of the employees lead to the increase of the performance. 

Similarly, Ind (2007) found that companies that provide flexible working hours and development 

programs that encourage the active intellectual participation have a higher financial performance, as 

well as those oriented to internal marketing and to aspects related to it such as employees retention, 

motivation, satisfaction and organizational engagement (Lings, 2004). Thus, the individual development 

of each employee represents a key aspect with respect to building a personal brand. This way, the will 
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for success must be intrinsic, there must exist loyalty and engagement regarding the organization’s goals 

and values, and, as well, must be taken into account the advantage that a company might have when 

deciding to employ ‘’giants, not pygmy’’, whose values align to those of the company’s. Afterwards, the 

employer needs to have a very clear image about the skills and competencies of each employee and to 

encourage and develop healthy lifestyles (Dunmore, 2002) and make sure that the desired image is also 

the delivered image (Popescu, 2003).

In emerging markets, there are some useful steps that should be taken into consideration when deciding 

to provide some training sessions to the employees, according to a professional website (2012): 

• one should not look at employees as stupid. They must be treated as people with potential.

• employees must be pushed to take initiative. They probably won’t be used to doing this, so 

they must be given some incentives. Can be created little awards or prices for people who suggested 

and implemented an improvement to an existing business process.

• one should encourage employees making mistakes. One of the reasons why many employees 

in emerging markets don’t like doing new things or taking initiative is because they don’t like making 

mistakes. This happens a lot in countries with an authoritarian history: people are taught to focus on the 

details so they don’t start thinking about the bigger picture. They must be advised to take risk, and small 

mistakes that happen in the process should be tolerated.

Moreover, Schumann and Sartain (2009), closely analyzed the brand for talent concept with  the 

purpose of creating the reputation as a magnet for talent – for reaching the talent segments that the 

business needs the most. This way, the businesses that wish that their message to reach the targeted 

segments evolving from employee brand to talent brand. If who is the business is the basis for the 

employee brand, then who does the business need is the basis for talent brand. The business 

environment must listen what people need to hear for choosing a work place. The talent brand is the 

way the business presents the employee brand. The same authors refer to one study conducted through 

professionals within human resources domain, which shown that 61% of them sustain that they have 

within their company an employee brand, while 25% have recently developed such a brand or intend to 

do so in the year to come. 81% mentioned that their organizations have either a formal or informal 

human resources strategy of using the employee brand for attracting talent and 69% use their brand for 

retaining talent. 63% of those involved in the study sustained that their organizations adopt 

communication for making the brand concept understandable for actual and potential employees – to 

note, according to Massey and Dawes (2006), one must take into account three variables of successful 

communication: frequency, bi-directionality and quality.
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The above mentioned study supports the importance of an employee brand as fundamental strategy for 

the business. But for the business to effectively create the brand for talent, four essential steps must be 

completed: the identification of a talent strategy, fulfillment of the talent pipeline, creation of a talent 

brand and application of the talent brand (Schumann & Sartain, 2009).

The companies support employees’ brand to attract talents, an aspect that can lead to conflict 

reduction, improvement of the relationships between the employees and their loyalty degree, (…), 

support that can be extended to being considered a future to be recruitment model (Chunping & Xi, 

2011).  At the same time, one must sustain the idea of creating the desired behavior that contributes to 

the competitive advantage (…) within the companies that recognize the importance of the resources and 

of the internal communication for its achievement (Dunmore, 2002). 

A more often used method of personal branding is the online method, about which Labrecque, Markos 

and Milne (2010) emphasize, in a conducted study among 12 respondents, that there exists multiple 

weaknesses in social platforms that might damage the brand strategies of each user. Thus, there might 

appear modifications in the control level that persons have on their own brand, due to the fact that the 

method itself assumes that the personal information to be visible to others, and from here appears the 

risk of insufficient brand (critical for the social status) or incorrect directed (critical for the professional 

status). Moreover, the personal brand can be affected by the implication of third parties, fact that 

requires user’s vigilance.

The online environment helps to define more clearly  the already established reputation of an employee 

and of their already defined personal brand, by providing new information. In this context, a clearer 

image about a specific employee is being created and for this to be Improved reputation management 

must be practiced (Carter, 2012).  Reputation management is where each employee must manage 

carefully, listening in a constructive way the others opinions regarding the taken actions or the actions 

that should be taken. In other words, the personal brand must be protected with significant efforts or 

’’WIT’’ (whatever it takes) (Ahlrichs, 2003).

3. The objectives and the methodology of the research

The research was driven around four objectives, which are:

 To identify which methods  employees adopt for branding themselves

 To identify how employees within each company differ from the ones from another companies
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 To identify the managerial point of view regarding the personal brand seen as a competitive 

advantage

 To identify how personal branding can lead to performance improvement

To be able to meet these objectives, the study tested three propositions:

P1: The creation of a strong personal brand is mainly each employee’s responsibility;

P2: Employees choose to perform certain actions or activities with the purpose of building their own 

personal brand which promotes them within and outside the company;

P3: Managers and supervisors agree that the employee’s personal branding can be considered a 

competitive advantage. 

The study was conducted among 12 managers and supervisors from different private companies in 

Bucharest from different business sectors. This is an exploratory qualitative research driven using semi-

structured in depth interviews, also called in-depth questioning (Demetrescu, 1973).  The interviews 

were conducted across 2 weeks from the end of May until the beginning of June 2012.  The dialog with 

each respondent took between 20 and 30 minutes and was registered on electronic support, having 

each respondent’s consent.  This technique was chosen for gathering the necessary basic information 

that will support the quantitative research that will be conducted in the months to come. 

4.  The results of the research

Respondents were asked to describe their understanding regarding the personal brand concept. Most of 

them agreed that this is a process conducted by each person which creates a certain image and 

answeres the need for self selling. The personal identity is defined by certain elements - the 

preoccupation for continuous learning, the ability of communicate who you are and the aspirations you 

get and, the reputation you build within the company you work. Aspects related to trust, self respect, 

the ability of being remarkable were also raised in the discussion. 

It was interesting to analyze who is mainly responsible for creating a strong personal brand. Having such 

a personal brand comes with first, having a great performance within the company. With respect to this, 

the employee must be self-knowledgeable, be able to establish his own objectives and be able to 

evaluate his work continuously with implication and dedication, guided by his personal needs. 
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Management has  a crucial impact, as they must make sure that they provide the necessary elements for 

the employees to be able to reach optimum performance, such as the working environment and 

conditions, the tools, the correct and clear definition of tasks, rewards etc. Success is always a 

combination of much more than personal intrinsic aspirations. With all these being given, the rest is 

about the employee’s personal willingness to exceed professional expectations.

The employee can sustain his personal brand by continuous evolution within the company. This assumes 

the existence of such possibilities. Companies organize communication trainings and self- development 

programs, encourage self-initiative involvement in high responsibility activities and projects, organizing 

team buildings.   In most companies, employees have priority for applying to opening positions – this is 

usually possible within great companies because of the high frequency of changes. They also become 

more visible by participating in conferences, by anticipating the customer needs and propose 

improvements on business plans, by using the learning and training programs that the company 

provides. Other opinions state that the affirmation opportunities appear as a result of some great 

results and that there is no need of searching them. 

Moreover, one must consider the employee’s attitude as a determinant factor when analyzing one’s 

personal brand. Thus, the employees that are sociable, optimistic, dedicated, responsible, efficient, 

result oriented, motivated to reach objectives, respectful, open minded, flexible are more likely to build 

a successful personal brand, be appreciated and be wide recognized.  In addition, the personal brand 

concept can also have negative impact for those employees that are being identified as weak 

performers due to their careless attitude, solely financially  driven and  only sticking to their tasks and 

without being open to self-development. These findings lead to P1’s acceptance.

Continuing, to  build a strong personal brand, some specific activities and actions must be performed. 

Thus, in this context, employees adopt various activities and actions such as participating in 

international fairs, improving one’s foreign languages skills,   participating in extra activities such as 

finding some great time saving solutions for the business,  always adopting a positive, proactive and 

highly competitive attitude, without crossing over one’s personal and group’s values. They are hard 

working, ambitious, punctual, studious, and believe in what they do. These are the employees that have 

created a strategic priority for self- development.  They are constantly searching for opportunities to 

undergo various experiences have clearly defined their aspirations and personal ambitions. These are 

the actions that make them visible within the company’s management level, next to their capacity of 
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decision making, of communicating with clarity and efficiency and assuming their established objectives 

with autonomy, and delivering what they promise to.

There is a long way from  being able to reach this stage of success and some experience levels must be 

met. First, since the first day of each employee in a company, a line must be drawn after defining 

employee’s potential, interests, personal life and career purposes, career plan, opportunities evaluation, 

stages that finally end in promotion of self image and recognition of self qualities. Thus, employees learn 

through exercise and observation, through effective practice; then they invest in their personal 

development until they reach the perfection stage, by connecting their individual objectives with the 

organizational ones and by demonstrating their capabilities and competencies. 

Additionally, to create a competitive environment and a favorable image of the company on the market, 

managers try to stimulate the employees to perform better and to retain them within the company – for 

this to be possible, employers apply specific methods as promotion or salary increase, as well as 

professional training sessions and career development programs.  Theree are  special requirements in 

emerging markets, where continuous development is present and an accelerated rhythm of innovations 

is met. Of course, as above mentioned, the employee must understand his role and to action in 

accordance to its requirements and manager’s expectations, following the implementation of various 

processes and activities in order to achieve the objectives, always in accordance with the company’s 

mission and values. Moreover, in emerging markets, the mix between accumulated experience and 

innovation is essential and the employees’ full potential can be explored and valued. These actions 

require continuous investments and costs, depending on the human resources level of preparation and 

experience, which at the moment is a transitional one.  This assumes the transition from a working 

method based on methods and long term planning, to a more performance-based method based on 

immediate results, as well as employee flexibility.

In addition, one must also take into account that not only the activities within the company make the 

employee’s brand. Nowadays, the online activities can successfully complete the image already created. 

This way, the social and professional networks, the people you know and you directly interact with, the 

blogs, the specialized web sites, the usage of learning platforms that the company provides or not 

access to, the participation to online conferences, all these offer new information about the employee 

and improves the transparency of the existing relationship with management. This relationship is fragile 

and an appropriate communication can sustain it, next to making your manager aware of which are your 

outside the company activities, what preoccupations and hobbies you have, what makes you forget 
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about the daily stress, what do you like to invest in, what else actually matters to you, besides reaching 

your career objectives. This certainly leads to a better knowledge and strategically advises managers 

what should be done in order to support employee’s development and to motivate him. These being 

highlighted, one can conclude that P2 has also been confirmed.

Asked how they consider that employee’s personal brand contribute to the wealth of the company, 

managers and supervisors concluded that aspects as patience and trust enhance the relationship with 

the customers and colleagues, the value and performance of the company increase, gaining a superior 

position on the market, the company is more willing to invest in such employees to ensure certain 

future benefits. A strong personal brand behaves like the company’s brand: it sells and has positive 

results. The personal leadership is the most valuable tool, as part of the personal brand, that can 

provide the necessary support for knowing the ones around better, listening to them, showing them 

that personal values align to the group’s ones, which supports attracting the best and learning from 

them. This way, becoming better and better, one can be identified with the activity he places, can be 

differentiated from the crowd and step in front; through the quality of the work, the added value 

increases and intern / external customer shall be more satisfied.

Employees differ from one company to another in areas such as analytical thinking, creativity, pro-

activity, personal contributions as improvements ideas, results orientation, enjoying the job, creation of 

a relaxed working environment, deadline oriented, superior quality of the work, stress resistant, 

initiative, flexibility, quick adaptability, opened for the change, great sense of responsibility, constructive 

attitude and task prioritization capacity. These are the aspects that make employees marketable within 

and outside the organization, next to ambition, mature and balanced thinking, vision, dedication, 

availability, positive thinking and achievement of the objectives. All these aspects contribute to the 

company’s visibility on the market and increase its value. As well, a special attention must be given to 

those potential employees that know how to sell themselves and are very attractive, but prove to be 

faulty in performing their job – such persons will be more likely a disadvantage than an advantage for 

the company.

Moreover, the employee personal brand can be successfully considered a competitive advantage in 

emerging markets specifically because this is where it can be successfully explored and applied in 

accordance with each company’s human resources strategies and policies. This is an aspect that it is not 

very often taken into consideration and many times a large number of companies choose to focus on 

other strategies and actions that might not be as efficient as this one when discussing about positioning 
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on the market .  In fact, the employee is the key resource of the company and it should be given a 

special attention and provided all the necessary tools and support for becoming the ‘’secret ingredient’’ 

of the company’s strategy for success. Thus, it provides the company the necessary tools not only to 

differerentiate itself from the competitors, by transmitting what best represents it and creating a 

positive image for the potential consumer, but also by stimulating the competitivenessand increasing 

the level of trust. Also, a strong personal branded employee is more involved  in getting the best results 

and the company will also win, as always the distinctive element pulls in front the one that ’’wears’’ it. 

This information leads to the conclusion that P3 can be accepted - the fact confirmed by this hypothesis 

comes as a consequence of the facts confirmed by P1 and P2.

5.  Conclusion

This exploratory study shows some important aspects related to employee’s personal branding and how 

this can be a competitive advantage on the market for the companies that want to step in front, to be 

performe well and have a positive image. It presents  useful areas for the future studies such as 

employees’ opinion regarding how their personal brand contribute to the company’s growth,  which 

factors  allow an employee to create a strong personal brand, and the reasons why some employees 

decide not to create their personal brand. These aspects canbe applied across all types of economies, 

but particularly within emerging markets economies. Of course, the paper has its limitations due to the 

exploratory character and lack of generalisability, but its results might be confirmed through a 

quantitative research through a more representative number of managers and supervisors.
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