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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to empirically present the process of personal branding of CEOs. Building
on the theoretical model proposed by Wojtaszczyk and Maszewski (2014), the study illustrates how
CEOs build their personal brands.

Methodology: The study is based on twelve semi-structured interviews with the CEOs of Poland’s
strongest brands. Results were coded and analyzed with the use of MAXQDA software.

Results: The research allowed us to understand the process of creating a personal brand by CEOs.
Moreover, interviews revealed that the personal brand reflects the true self of CEOs. However, it is
also adjusted to the target audience; consequently, CEOs show diverse identities to the outside
world.

Implications: Through the empirical investigation of the branding process, the findings fill a certain
research gap. Insights gained in the process may prove useful for practitioners.
Originality/value: The article explores the subject of the personal brand, which continues to be
the focus of many researchers, particularly in the CEE region. This research gave voice to CEOs,
who explained how they build their personal brand and shared detailed information whose scope
greatly exceeds what they present in the media.
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Introduction

Interest in the personal brand and in personal branding significantly increased in
recent years (Bendisch et al., 2013; Fetscherin, 2015; Fournier and Eckhardt, 2019;
Parmentier et al., 2013; Scheidt et al., 2018). For individuals, the personal brand became
a competitive advantage in careers (Gatewood et al., 1993; Schawbel, 2009), while for
companies, the personal brand of their CEOs became an added value (Bendisch et al.,
2013; Fetscherin, 2015; Scheidt et al., 2018).

Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) are widely recognized as figureheads for their organi-
zations, and consequently, they are treated as brands (Bendisch et al., 2013; Fetscherin,
2015; Karaduman, 2013). The CEO is often regarded as the personification of the com-
pany; therefore, the CEO’s position in the media discourse may attract the audience’s
attention to the CEO and, consequently, to the company as a whole (Bendisch et al.,
2007). Previous studies conclude that the CEO’s personal brand may have a positive
impact on the company (Chen et al., 2013; Fetscherin, 2015; Ingenkoff and Sommer,
2010; Park and Berger, 2004; Love et al., 2017; Nolan, 2015; Wartwick, 1992). Researchers
indicate the role of the CEO’s personal brand in developing trust in the company
(Ingenhoff and Sommer, 2010), but also in building the company’s reputation (Broomley,
2001; Love et al., 2017), image (Park and Berger, 2004), and strategy (Solomon and
Bendickson, 2016), not to mention creating positive associations and improving the
public perception of the company (Meng and Berger, 2013). Moreover, CEOs are often
associated with the company they represent; thus, they may transfer their personal
brand onto the organization. Therefore, we should focus on understanding the process
of building personal brands by CEOs from both a practical and an academic viewpoint.

Although the interest of academics in the personal brand systematically grows (Ben-
disch et al., 2013; Scheidt et al., 2018; Fournier and Eckhardt, 2019; Getchell and
Beitelspacher, 2020), few empirical studies elaborated on the subject. Research focuses
instead on how CEOs are portrayed in the media. However, no empirical research to
date has investigated the process of CEO branding.

This study makes a number of contributions. First, it showcases the process of CEO
branding based on empirical material and gives voice to the main actors. Existing
studies mainly analyze the effects of CEOs’ personal brands (Nolan, 2015; Scheidt et al.,
2018), the presentation of the executive brand (Nanton and Dicks, 2015; Fournier and
Eckhardt, 2019; Getchell and Beitelspacher, 2020), and its impact on the company
(Kubowicz-Malhotra and Malhotra, 2016; Love et al., 2017). However, scholars pay
little attention to the study of the personal branding process (Erdogmus and Esen,
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2018). Furthermore, this work proposes a new perspective from the methodological
viewpoint, as most studies on personal brands base on social media monitoring (Chen
et al., 2013; Love et al., 2017; Weng and Chen, 2017; Li et al., 2019), the analysis of specific
cases (Fournier and Eckhardt, 2019), or the analysis of how a CEO’s personal brand
is perceived by the general public (Bendisch et al., 2013). In this light, this study answers
the suggestion to consider CEOs’ own voice in the process of understanding how they
build their personal brands (Erdogmus and Esen, 2018).

In an attempt to fill this theoretical and methodological gap, I propose a model of CEO
personal branding that empirically showcases how CEOs build their brands. The aim
of this article is to answer the following research question:

RQ1: What is the process of CEO branding in the media?

The article begins with a review of the literature on CEO personal branding and its
sources. The literature review showcases the diverging approaches of academics and
practitioners to personal branding as a conscious or unconscious process, to personal
branding strategies, and finally, the process of personal branding suggested by Woj-
taszczyk and Maszewski (2014). Subsequently, I describe research methods and analyze
data. The fourth section presents findings, followed by a discussion of results and
conclusions.

Personal Branding Literature Review

Personal brand definitions are often general, and they do not reflect the managerial
nature of the personal brand (Bendisch et al., 2013). Therefore, to define the personal
brand, I refer to the primary understanding of brand in management science. If the
brand is generally thought of as a set of associations invoked by certain goods or services
(Keller, 2008), then the personal brand can be regarded as a “set of associations identi-
fied with a particular person” (Parmentier et al., 2013, p. 375), while a CEO’s personal
brand is a set of associations that a particular CEO invokes.

Personal Branding as Conscious or Unconscious Behavior

Whether an individual has an intrinsic brand or needs to create a brand consciously
and intentionally remains a matter of debate. Hearn (2008) suggests that everyone has
a brand, that it constantly develops, and that having a personal brand is inevitable.
According to Hearn, we brand ourselves at any moment of social contact, whenever
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others analyze our actions and behaviors. His perception of the branding phenomenon
concurs with practitioners’ viewpoint (see Peters, 1997; Arruda, 2003; Montoya, 2002).

Shepherd (2005) and Hearn (2008) claim that everyone has a personal brand, which
is to be a sign of distinction. On the other hand, others argue that personal branding
is rather a conscious process with a clear aim and goal (Roffler, 2002; Khedher, 2014).
Labrecque et al. (2011) suggest that we build personal brands either consciously — as
explicitly expressed information — or contextually, as implicitly expressed information.
This means that personal branding may involve unconscious behavior when indivi-
duals are not in control of the information they share. Labrecque et al. (2011) suggest
that personal branding may be unconscious, and thus uncontrolled, while it remains
evaluated and assessed by the public and has an impact on one’s self-projection. In
this view, we do not have full control over our image projected to the public. Even
when presenting ourselves online, through conscious and intended actions, there
remains a part beyond our control that influences the personal brand. In the online
branding process, it is not only the content that individuals share and post that influ-
ences the brand but also other provided information (OPI) or how others describe the
person (Walther and Parks, 2002; Rui and Stefanone, 2013). Moreover, Rein, Kotler,
and Stoller (1997) argue that other information provided is crucial for the personal brand.
Particularly in the case of celebrities, credible sources of information about a personal
brand are testimonies from one’s closest circle, i.e. family members, coworkers, and
friends who best know the person behind the brand.

Within the notion of implicit and explicit expression of information, personal brand-
ing may be constantly influenced by the intentional and unintentional behavior of
individuals, who may even be unaware of certain actions they take (Peters, 1997).

Therefore, personal branding means a constant behavior that occurs on both a conscious
and unconscious level (Labrecque et al., 2011) and may remain beyond our control.
Lair et al. (2005) argue that personal branding “does not appear to be for everyone, nor
does it send the message that it is” (p. 330). According to this idea, although personal
branding means a constant behavior while the personal brand is formed in the minds of
others (Hearn, 2008), it remains our decision whether to consciously and intentionally
brand ourselves beyond the image we already possess. Rein et al. (2006) approach the
matter of the personal brand similarly: although “each person is different and will
have an image in his or her social and professional circle whether or not he or she has
done any conscious brand building” (p. 5). Thus, conscious and controlled personal
brand creation is crucial in order to achieve one’s goals.
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Personal Branding Strategies

There are two prevalent approaches to the process of brand formation: brand as a reflec-
tion of true self and brand as the reflection of market needs. Although, most scholars
(Peters, 1997; 1999; Roffler, 2002; Arruda, 2003; Khedher, 2014) agree that the personal
brand should reflect one’s true self. Shepherd (2005) argues that in the process of
self-marketing, the concept is frequently advocated by career advisers, who encourage
their clients to develop skills desired by the market. Meanwhile, Peters (1997; 1999)
emphasizes how an individual should be effectively marketed without the reconstruc-
tion of the product, i.e. the self. Shepherd (2005) notices that this approach is based on
an “outmoded philosophy of marketing — viz. a product marketing approach” (p. 593).
Thus, according to available sources, I distinguish two opposing strategies of personal
branding: a) the true self approach (Peters, 1997; 1999), and b) the consumer-oriented
approach (Bendisch et al., 2011; Khedher, 2014). In the consumer-oriented approach,
individuals build their personal brand based on the identification of valuable skills
and characteristics, and they incorporate these elements depending on the industry
and audience (Khedher, 2014). This approach intends a perception that is a crucial
element of self-branding, customized and adapted for specific audiences. Another
self-branding strategy relies on the idea of presenting one’s true self to a target audience,
i.e. to “work with what you've got, and make it special” (Peters, 1997, p. 7). Moreover,
Peters claims that in personal branding individuals are not expected to go through
makeovers or to adapt to consumers. Instead, this approach encourages individuals
to perform a thorough audit and discover their “real” self, which is only then presented
to a target audience (Peters, 1997). Therefore, there is a conflict regarding the source
of a personal brand: it may be intrinsic and based on our own values or extrinsic and
based on market needs. There appears to be a conflict between these approaches as
individuals are expected to act in line with marketing principles and respond to con-
sumers, while at the same time remaining “truthful” to their own brand image based
on their uniqueness (Shepherd, 2005).

The conflict between the two strategies of self-branding arises regarding whether one
should remain honest and base the brand on one’s own unique value proposition
(Shepherd, 2005) or respond to the audience in line with marketing principles (Hern,
2008). Although academics argue which approach is truer, these views do not have to
run counter to each other but can be considered complementary. Rein et al. (2006)
suggest that as “each person is different” (p. 6), each of us can have a brand based on
our personal characteristics. At the same time, people can consciously transform their
brands in order to attain certain goals.
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Just as in the case of product branding, it is not only product properties or features
that are sold; for it is equally important how they are communicated: “the brand is not
just the product, but it gives the product meaning and defines its identity in both time
and space” (Kapferer, 1997, p. 17). Therefore, in addition to who one actually is, the
personal brand adds a projection: self-presentation (Hearn, 2008).

Sirgy (1982) claims that the concept of personal branding involves the creation of an
idealized self or what we would like to be, not what we actually are. Similarly, Goffman
(1956) claimed that self-presentation means delivering to the audience an idealized
performance rather than the true self. Research by Back et al. (2010) published in
Psychological Science does not support this theory. On the example of social media,
they claim that we do not present to the world our idealized identity and that social
media are means for expressing and communicating our real personality. These find-
ings support the research by Vazire and Gosling (2004) and Labrecque et al. (2011).
Although the personal brand might be created consciously, it still holds certain charac-
teristics of the branded person.

Personal Branding Process

Wojtaszczyk and Maszewski (2014) suggest that personal branding is a process that
consists of planning, organizing, acting, and controlling. Similarly, Khedher (2014)
and Rampersad (2009) suggest that the process of personal branding should begin
with the identification of the individual’s characteristics, skills, and traits; only later
should one introduce acting. We should remember that just as in the case of traditional
brands, the means of communication of a brand should also be carefully considered to
allow reaching target groups (Gaines-Ross, 2015). Based on the above literature review,
I suggest that personal branding follows a specific process (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The process of personal branding

Identification, Chosing the target Chosing the means
positioning audience of communication
] Communicating/
Controlling acting

Source: own elaboration based on Wojtaszczyk and Maszewski (2014).
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Method

In order to understand the process of CEO personal branding, I conducted twelve
interviews with current or former CEOs of Poland’s strongest brands (Rzeczpospolita
Ranking, 2018; see Appendix 1). The choice of the method was deliberate and connected
with the article’s research goals. I decided to employ semi-structured individual inter-
views as they allow respondents to present their own perspectives and opinions on
the matter under scrutiny, which is important in order to gain a comprehensive under-
standing. Moreover, personal branding is a subjective phenomenon, and therefore
including the individual actor’s perspective is highly important. On the one hand,
semi-structured interviews allow the interviewer to ensure that research questions
and desired topics are covered, while they simultaneously allow for a degree of flexi-
bility and control over the conversation.

To choose the right participants for the interview, I utilized the method of purposive
sampling. Respondents were selected to form a sample based on their experience as
CEOs of companies listed by the Rzeczpospolita daily. Moreover, I decided to interview
both company founders and appointed CEOs. Allow me to emphasize how difficult it was
to arrange meetings with CEOs of Poland’s strongest brands. Interviews began in Sep-
tember 2018 and the qualitative part of the research continued until February 2019.

Interviews were conducted in the CEOs’ native language, i.e. in Polish. Most interviews
were held face to face or over the phone, recorded, and subsequently transcribed by
a specialist company; in the case of two interviews conducted face to face, I did not
receive permission to record the meetings; instead, I took thorough notes for further
data analysis. Whenever the respondents granted explicit permission, I recorded the
interviews and took notes. Each semi-structured interview lasted between 50 and 80
minutes.

The interview outline was created based on the general themes that emerge from the
literature. 1) How CEOs understand the personal brand? 2) How CEOs build their per-
sonal brand? 3) What are the steps of building the personal brand? 4) How do you assess
the importance of media in building the personal brand? Interview scenario enabled
for the deepening of interviews while allowing enough flexibility to respondents for
the free expression of thoughts.

I used MAXqda software for the purpose of coding and analyzing interviews. This
tool has been created for researchers who regularly evaluate and interpret qualitative
texts (Creswell, 2008). The method of open, axial, and selective coding was applied
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in order to classify the data into coding categories (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). All infor-
mation that could be tracked back to respondents was anonymized, including inter-
viewees’ names, companies, and industries in which they operate.

Findings

Based on the theoretical model of personal branding suggested by Maszewski and
Wojtaszczyk (2014), I identified subsequent stages of CEO branding. This process
includes the identification of one’s values and positioning, the choice of the target
audience, the means of communication, and control. The interviews confirmed that
the CEOs follow this process and its subsequent stages.

Self-1dentification

Although the majority of CEOs claim that they have an idea of how they wish to be
perceived and what forms part of their personal brand, brand building does not seem
to be an organized or planned process.

Many CEOs emphasize that they want to be perceived as experts in their field and
industry. In their contacts with the media, they try to focus on their knowledge, exper-
tise, and skills, which form the core of their personal brand. It seems that the CEOs
are mindful about how they present themselves and carefully chose the topics they
intend to discuss in the media:

When I speak, I speak about the industry, about the things that I know and
understand. This is something I want to be associated with. I can’t speak about
stuff I don’t understand (R9).

[the personal brand] must be reliable... if, for example, I brand myself as com-
petent, there must be a level of competence to back me up, right? If I brand
myself as an expert, I must be an expert, it must be visible in my actions, and
they must confirm that I am an expert in this particular field (R12).

It seems that CEOs build their personal brand on their actual and true self. Their per-
sonal brand results from their character and mindset that are further translated into
actions. This is what the respondents emphasized in multiple interviews. Moreover,
the CEOs stressed the importance of their personal brand’s coherence, which is reflected
throughout their public activity, actions and messages:
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The personal brand must be coherent, it can’t be that a person is seen differently
depending on the place ... it must be authentic, otherwise it will not be coherent.
It can’t be this weird creation; it would not be real. A personal brand reflects
a real product, a real person (R11).

At the same time, interviewees are aware that their identity may change depending
on the circumstances, but maintaining consistency remains key:

Obviously, one is different when with one’s friends, during a business meeting,
at a restaurant, and at home ... as long as it is consistent and real (R11).

Thus, it seems that the personal brand reflects one’s core self, which is consistent, while
one’s behavior is adjusted to the circumstances. In the eyes of respondents, coherence
is crucial and must even include one’s sense of fashion and style. Moreover, the inter-
viewees emphasized that it is crucial for them to set themselves apart from other CEOs:

[the personal brand] is not only something that makes you recognizable, right?
It also differentiates you from other CEOs (R3).

Differentiation was stressed in several contexts. It is clear that it is for the CEOs impor-
tant to stand out in terms of expertise. One of the CEOs mentioned that although dif-
ferentiation is an important element of the personal brand, it remains somehow con-
strained:

My brand differentiates me, but I still can’t be too different, like an outlier
among CEOs, I mean there are certain rules of the game we stick to, so I cannot
be too extravagant, for example in the way I dress or behave (R1).

It seems that the interviewed CEOs have a general idea about how they want to be
seen, what they want to be associated with, what their points of convergence and
difference ought to be. The example above illustrates the idea of “standing out while
fitting in” (Parmenter et al., 2012). It seems that although CEOs want to set themselves
apart from one another, they avoid challenging the norms generally accepted in their
environment.

Choice of Target Audience

Another step in the personal branding process is the choice of the target audience.
The interviewees emphasized that although their personal brand is first and foremost
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aimed at the business environment, serves to establish business relations, and build
credibility, the target audience is often much broader:

I think that it is mostly aimed at business partners, not to mention personal
contacts, as my personal brand remains also within these contacts; but I believe
it is aimed at potential clients, too. It is a matter of presenting the company’s
CEO and it has to do with building trust in the company ... personal contacts
with other CEOs are also beneficial for business, so yes, my personal brand
is targeted at a broad audience (R2).

The CEOs emphasize that despite being their potential target, the general public is
difficult to reach, and it is hard to adjust content to its expectations:

I want to be recognizable among business partners and investors, but also the
public. They are my potential clients, but the problem lies in reaching them.
I don’t want to be associated with tabloids, while an average person does not
read papers in which I am featured. [Public recognition] is difficult to attain (R3).

Some interviewees stressed the importance of being recognizable for potential clients,
as the CEO not only acts as the company face in business relations but also plays a role
in building trust among clients: “It is mainly targeted at consumers so that they trust
us” (R8). Some interviewees also emphasized that they are unwilling to be public
personas, and their brand is limited only to their business environment. As one of the
interviewed CEOs put it:

I'm not a public figure in the way politicians are, so [the personal brand] is
aimed specifically at the business environment, at the broadly defined business
environment ... although there are CEOs, for instance, Mr. X [one of the inter-
viewed CEOs], who use their faces to reach clients (R7).

It seems that the CEOs of companies from consumer industries (such as FMCG or
tourist services) deem it more important to reach potential clients (Rennebook and
Zhao, 2015). They seem to place more emphasis on reaching potential clients, and
they do not limit their personal brand specifically to the business environment, but
also address the general public and clients. The target audience of the personal brand
of a CEO is broad, includes multiple types of stakeholders (Donaldson and Preston,
1995; Bendisch, 2011), and is not limited to business professionals.
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Choice of Means of Communication

When it comes to personal brand communication, the CEOs emphasize the importance
of the press and the Internet, while TV and the radio are considered less important.
According to the interviewees, TV and the radio disallow an in-depth discussion, as
they are more interested in short pieces of information that “make a good story” (R7).
The CEOs emphasized that the press and the Internet are better means of building
the personal brand, as they enable a freer presentation and speech without devaluing
the discussed matter:

The only opportunity to discuss a complex issue is an interview in the press
or online ... it’s not going to happen on TV or on the radio (R3).

TV journalists want a hot topic, short and catchy, they are not interested in your
expert opinion. It is not the best way of conveying an important message (R7).

The interviewees stressed that the choice of topics is important for maintaining a coherent
and credible image. Thus, the CEOs build personal brands based on their expert
knowledge, which requires them to carefully choose media channels in which they
want to appear. The CEOs classify types of media they use for the purpose of brand
building depending on the audience they want to reach. According to one of the CEOs:

Journals X and Y support me whenever I need to tell something to the investors
... [but] when I want to say something to the general public, for example, when
I make a statement related to an extraordinary situation in the company ... I go
to TV station Z (R5).

It seems that the CEOs distinguish between types of media in order to adjust their
message to the target audience. The choice of media sources like a TV or Radio stations
or journals are also important for the interviewees. They stressed that they avoid TV
or Radio stations or journals that do not represent their values or whose image does
not tally with how they want to be perceived; they do not wish to be associated with
certain publishers.

I know where I can and can’t go. When I know it’s going to look bad for me, or
when there is a risk of my words being twisted, I firmly refuse, and I do not
participate (R9).
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There is this one medium: Y. It used to be a decent newspaper, I mean... we all
know the story. Ever since they appointed a new editor-in-chief, it has become
a tabloid ... we receive invitations from them, they even call us ..., but we don’t
want to have anything to do with them. We don’t want to be associated with it
in any way .... In the case of top newspapers, I mean top in terms of quality
and reputation, such as Z or X, we know it is important for us (R9).

The CEOs are not only aware of differences in terms of audiences depending on the type
of media but also adjust their message depending on the outlet:

Well, I need to prepare differently depending on the media type .... Whenever
I go to an expert interview, I prepare some data that may be useful, but when
I go to a less specialist media outlet, I always have a couple of anecdotes up
my sleeve (R7).

It seems that when present in the media, the CEOs are mindful of both the matter to
be discussed and the channel. They carefully choose the topics and the media they
want to be associated with, and they act accordingly. At the same time, they have no
control over how they are presented when their original statement is reposted in other
printed and online sources.

Communicating/Acting

Interviewees recognize behaviors that can contribute to building a personal brand.
CEOs emphasize that the personal brand of a CEO can be built through networking
and public appearances at conferences or in the media. Although CEOs view networking
as an important element of their personal branding process, they know that it is targeted
at a rather specific and limited audience, while media appearances are those that
enable CEOs to communicate their personal brand to a wider audience, hence often
are more impactful.

Moreover, the interviewees are aware that their personal branding methods signifi-
cantly differ from the average persons’, as they have unique access to broader audiences
through the national and local media:

I know that my personal brand-building strategy is different from, for example,
that of Mr. Kowalski. I have the press and TV inviting me to talk about certain
topics because of my position as a company representative. If it was a smaller com-
pany or a less interesting organization, I wouldn’t have such possibilities (R4).
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The CEOs stress that conferences, training, and lectures are means of presenting oneself
as a professional and expert in a certain domain that gives one legitimization, while they
emphasize that such events have a significantly smaller audience than the mass media:

I don’t know which is more effective: at conferences, I meet people who are
often from the same industry, interested in the subject matter, while through
the press I can reach my future clients (R10).

Interviewees emphasize that media appearances are an important element of their
personal brand building as they enable the general public to get to know them:

We live in the times of the media and of social media, and I think that a brand
is worthless if it is not present in the media, be it the Internet along with all that
social media stuff, the radio, or TV. What is the use of a brand that nobody
writes or talks about? It is worthless (R4).

The CEOs emphasized that the main way in which they build their personal brands
in the media is when they have an opportunity to present themselves as experts in
a certain domain. Thus, appearances unrelated to their expertise are seen as “acting
like a celebrity” (R16), which would not add anything valuable to one’s personal brand.

It seems that the social media activity of CEOs is subject to less deliberation. Some inter-
viewees use social media for personal branding, while others either abstain from using
them altogether or use them for private purposes only. Only four are active users of
social media yet their communication is not strictly related to work; it seems that they use
it for both professional and private communication. The majority of those who are not
present in social media claimed to be concerned about their privacy:

For me [using social media] means a kind of exposure of my privacy. Generally,
I have an issue with the Internet as a safe means of sharing information, so I don’t
tweet, I don’t chat, I don’t use Facebook, Instagram, or even LinkedIn, which is
my conscious, deliberate choice. If someone wants to find me, they will, anyway
... T'am already too recognizable (R7).

Another interviewee claimed that although she has her private social media profile,
she does not use it for the purposes of CEO personal branding, and her presence in
social media is limited to observing others. Having said that, she seems aware of the
benefits it could bring:
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I have my private profile, of course, I even thought about creating a professional
one. We have spoken about it with my PR manager many times, and had I been
a CEO for longer, I might have used it for professional purposes ..., but for me,
it would rather be a problem, as I don't like to put myself out there (R1).

Those among the interviewed CEOs who are active on social media claim that they use
them for personal branding, although the scope and level of their engagement differ
substantially. They put great emphasis on communication with stakeholders. They find
it particularly useful when presenting their personal successes or company news. The
interviewees see their personal social media accounts as a means of building not only
their own personal brand but that of the company as well:

I often write articles for Facebook or LinkedIn on new technologies, company
news, or the economy, right? I try to inform people about what is going on ...,
but I also present myself as an authority on the topic .... I publish at least once
a week (R2).

For some of the interviewed CEOs, social media are crucial as a channel that allows
them to maintain personal contact with a broader audience; they allow for quick and
responsive communication. One of the CEOs emphasized that she uses social media
— Twitter in particular — to build her credibility and present herself as an expert by
commenting and displaying her opinions on current events:

I have to be there, I have to tweet sometimes, this is how I maintain contact
with a broader audience, how I tell them what I believe in, and how I educate
them (R11).

Others have also stressed that it is an important tool for keeping in touch with the
general public, neglected as it may be: “I know I should be more active [on social media]
and represent the company, but I just don’t have the time” (R3). Only two of the inter-
viewed CEOs emphasize that they are mindful of what they publish online, and they
think about the possible consequences:

I use my LinkedIn account to promote my personal brand .... I use it to share
ideas connected with my professional life, I am very cautious about what I post,
I carefully chose the content to be published (R4).

However, the accounts of many CEOs lack professionalism as the CEOs claim to treat them
as a means of communication somewhere between their professional and private lives:
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I mean my profile is both private and professional ... from time to time, I post
information about my garden ..., but there is, generally, more professional infor-
mation .... I run it specifically to promote the company (R2).

I keep my social media accounts for both my friends and the general public.
I post professional information about our success, something we are proud of,
but I may publish a funny picture, too (R3).

Thus, it seems that although interviewees distinguish among types of traditional media
and are aware of methods of navigating among different audiences, they still find it
difficult to understand the purpose of using different kinds of social media and their
value for personal branding.

Controlling

As argued by Wojtaszczyk and Maszewski (2014), the final element of the personal
branding process is controlling. It seems that controlling is not commonly used by the
interviewed CEOs, as only a few of them explicitly stated that they monitor and con-
trol their media appearances; in most cases, controlling is organized by the company:

There is media monitoring, so somebody brings me those sheets of paper with
information on what has been written about me (R4).

Thus, controlling seems more the initiative of companies than of the CEOs. One of the
CEOs found reading about himself rather unpleasant and so strongly reacted when his
personal brand was attacked:

I wish sometimes that I didn’t [read about myself], I don’t want to read these
comments and react to what people write about me ... I react differently to those
articles. There have been many situations in which I could have sued them,
but I did it only once .... I sued the editor of a right-wing newspaper following
a personal attack when they compared me to Yanukovych, but it ended amicably,
they apologized (R7).

Another CEO also claims that he reacts to media content regarding him:

I have to [react], if there is something that may negatively affect my image ....
If there is a question, some kind of misunderstanding, whenever I can, I try to
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fix it, when there is a conference or an interview ... you have to constantly
react, as I said earlier, you have to very firmly react to such events (R4).

These two examples show that some CEOs not only monitor but also control how they
are presented in the media. Other CEOs did not explicitly state whether and how they
control their personal brand in the media. Moreover, my questions about media moni-
toring proved that CEOs do not comment or respond to online articles in the comment
section. Thus, their engagement is visible only on their social media profiles.

Discussion and Conclusions

The findings of this study support what is suggested by Wojtaszczyk and Maszewski
(2014) regarding the process of personal branding. Evidence from the interviews shows
that, in fact, the CEOs not only communicate and act according to their personal brand
in the media but also plan it and — some of them — control it to a certain extent. Per-
sonal branding in the media seems to be a deliberate and conscious process (Rein et
al., 2005); although, as emphasized by the interviewees, it remains the outcome of
one’s true self (Back et al., 2010). Thus, the CEOs are conscious about how they wish
to be perceived and what image they intend to convey depending on the public, the
medium, or the topic (Karaduman, 2013). They are particularly mindful of how their
appearances might be received by various stakeholders in their professional brand
(i.e. the CEO brand). Moreover, Zerfass et al. (2016) find that although a great emphasis
seems to be put on the creation of the CEO’s personal brand, still very few companies
monitor and control it in further stages of development.

Although personal branding is often criticized in the academic discourse as a presen-
tation of an idealized version of oneself (Sirgy, 1982), my interviews suggest that it is
considered rather as an ongoing action, be it deliberate or not. Thus, the personal
brand is not associated with pretending or with deliberately misguiding others (Sirgy,
1982; Khedher, 2014) but rather as a reflection of the person itself in question (Peters
1999; Rein et al., 2006). Thus, the study demonstrates that the CEO personal brand is
not a deliberately idealized image to be conveyed, as argued by Sirgy (1982), but rather
a reflection of the CEO in question. For the interviewees, the personal brand stems
from one’s true self, from one’s character, mindset, and actions. They also emphasized
the contextuality of the personal brand: one may have a strong personal brand in
a particular discipline but not in another one. The interviewees emphasized that
a person can be seen differently depending on the context and the topic, thus referring
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to the idea of multiple brands that relate to one’s diverse roles in life (Schau and Gilly,
2003; Shepherd, 2005).

It seems that the interviewees follow the process of personal branding described in the
literature, which includes the identification of one’s values and positioning, the choice
of the target audience, the choice of the means of communication, along processes of
communicating and controlling. The existence of all these stages was confirmed
throughout my interviews. First, the interviewed CEOs have a general idea of how
they want to be perceived, with what they want to be associated, and what their points
of parity and differentiation are (Parmentier et al., 2013). Second, CEOs consciously
adjust the topic to the target audience. Subsequently, the choice of the means of com-
munication is subject to careful deliberation, although they seem to understand social
media — and their use — less than traditional media. Although previous research
suggested that the CEOs avail themselves of social media to present their professional
rather than private self (Kim et al., 2015; Toppinen et al., 2015; Kubowicz-Malhotra
and Malhotra, 2016; Zerfass et al., 2016), the interviews evidence that CEOs tend to
avoid social media altogether. In the case of those who are active, communication is
not limited to professional information but consists also of publishing private content.

Finally, there is evidence to suggest that CEOs not only monitor but also control their
image presented in the media. The CEOs are conscious of how they want to be per-
ceived and of the image they wish to convey depending on the public, the medium,
or the subject of talk (Karaduman, 2013). Similarly, as argued by Goffman (1956), CEOs
adjust their communication to the audience, and therefore they seem to distinguish
between different types of audiences and to adapt the content to the particular needs
and expectations of the latter.

The interviewed CEOs also emphasized that they intend to be perceived as professional.
Consequently, their presence in various media is to allow them to showcase their
skills and expertise. The following study enabled me to understand the process of
CEOs’ personal branding in the eyes of the CEOs.

Practical Implications, Limitations,
and Future Research Recommendations

In addition to academic contributions, my research contributes to organizations and
CEOs. Specifically, it is to support the managerial practices on how to utilize and
manage a CEO’s personal brand. As this research was conducted in a specific region
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and the managerial contributions are dedicated to Polish companies, others should
treat it with caution. Moreover, the research was based on large companies with strong
and recognizable brands, thus not all CEOs have similar possibilities to build their
personal brand through traditional media.

The article has also certain limitations. The major limitation is connected with the
availability of the CEOs. Although in my opinion data were saturated, additional
interviews could still benefit the study. The CEOs’ perspective could also be biased
and not based on the actual process of brand building but rather on their idea of the
process. The CEOs themselves may not be the only ones responsible for their profes-
sional personal brand, thus what would prove useful would be an additional perspec-
tive from public relations managers or chief marketing officers so as to broaden our
understanding of how CEOs personal brands are constructed.

The fact that the research was conducted in Poland - based on data of Polish CEOs
— limits the reach of the study. Thus, one may argue that the results are country-spe-
cific and should not be extrapolated to other regions. However, this research provides
a theoretical framework to study CEO brands outside Poland, specifically in the Central
and Eastern Europe region, where the research connected with a personal brand is
still limited in general and, specifically, regarding the CEO brand.

Another limitation of the article is that I did not consider the importance of the corporate
brand in CEO branding, thus underrepresenting the company’s brand in how CEOs
build and communicate their own brand, which is an important topic for further studies.
Specifically, I would recommend future research on the alignment between the two
brands.

Moreover, future research should investigate the subject of personal branding with
the use of a mixed methods approach to gain a comprehensive understanding of how
CEOs’ personal brands are constructed, specifically with tools of media monitoring
helping to understand the visibility and presentation of CEOs in the media. Further-
more, studies that would investigate the use of social media could prove useful, basing
on the quantitative monitoring of accounts (Gérska et al., 2020; Mazurek et al., 2020).

Finally, I should also mention that CEOs’ personal brands are not neutral when it
comes to gender (Getchell and Beitelspacher, 2020). Studies indicate that CEOs are
differently perceived and evaluated depending on their gender (Gérska, 2017), thus
future studies on differences in how men and women build personal brands are highly
recommended.
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Appendix

Table 1. Information about the interviewees

Code

R1

R2

R3

R4

RS

R6

R7

R8

R9

R10

R11

R12

Source

Respondent
position
(at the time
of the interview)
Former CEO

Former CEO,
founder

CEOQ, founder

CEO

CEOQ, founder

CEO, founder

CEO

CEO

CEO, founder

Former CEO,
founder

Former, CEO,
founder,
president

Former CEO,
founder

: own elaboration.

Company ranked

by RP 2017 . .
(Rzeczpospolita, Type of interview Category
2018)

YES Face to face, transcribed Telecommunication

YES Face to face, transcribed Services
Phone interview, .

= extended notes taken Services

YES Face to face, transcribed Non-food products

YES one |_nterV|ew, Non-food products
transcribed

YES Face to face, transcribed Sweets and ice-cream

YES Face to face, transcribed Media and publishing
Phone interview, Clothing, shoes,

YES X X
transcribed and accessories

YES Face to face, transcribed Cosmetics and hygiene

YES Face to face, extensive Cosmetics and hygiene
notes taken

YES Face to face, transcribed Services

YES Face to face, transcribed Food products
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