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Abstract 

top 100 brands in the 

ntity, helps 

ecent research shows 

that NPOs with a high branding orientation, (i.e., those that perceive themselves as a brand), 

cus.   

rches. A survey 

rceived their 

ing, as identified in the 

aders were also asked for their views on whether branding distorts their 

mission. The study found that whilst the majority of church leaders surveyed perceived 

effects on 

e at the heart of 

ed out of strong 

  It is not possible 

may overlook the 

lear and 

lationship 

between branding orientation (i.e., the commitment to brand) and branding focus (i.e., those 

within the organisation or outside it). A new model which can be tested in future research is 

discussed. This model reveals several organisational types and makes it possible for leaders to 

consider how branding might assist or detract from their core mission and values. 

 

 
For-profit organisations recognise the importance of a strong brand.  The 

world all have brand values over $1 billion.  A brand, a distinct image and ide

companies to differentiate themselves from their competition.  In contrast, non-profit 

organisations (NPOs) have not seen branding as essential.  However, r

experience increased: revenue; member and public awareness; and strategic fo

 

This paper examines how a branding orientation has impacted on Christian chu

of UK and Irish church leaders was conducted to identify whether they: (a) pe

church as a brand; and (b) were aware of the potential benefits of brand

literature.  The le

significant benefits in branding, they also recognised its potentially negative 

organisational values. 

 

Drawing on organisational identity theory, the paper argues that tensions li

branding in NPOs.  NPOs often have ambiguous and multiple identities, form

ideological values which are perceived differently by a range of stakeholders.

to simply ‘cut and paste’ for-profit management/marketing  concepts - which 

complexity of the non-profit form and dilute the NPO’s identity in a search for a c

concise image.  Navigating these tensions involves giving consideration to the re
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1. Introduction: the church & branding 
 
The aim of this paper is to better understand the impact of branding on a spec

profit organisation, in this case, the local Christian church.  Beginning with

the local church in the UK and outlining the rationale underlying the decision to focu

branding, the paper then reviews the relevant literature. Following the description

research design a

ific type of non-

 a brief overview of 

s on 

 of the 

nd methodology which underpins this study, the results of the research are 

analysed.  The paper concludes with a discussion about the value of the results for practitioners 

ting one third 

e found in 

are 5.9 million 

imately 49,000 

01).  Although these 

d is both man 

king, views on creation, 

 in local 

churches being connected to different groupings (i.e., denominations) either ‘Institutional’(e.g., 

thodist, 

ct the 

r (1997).   

l churches in the 

dual churches and 

of 200 

al church faces the 

rn age 

(McLaren, 2000).  This     is a difficult balancing act of being simultaneously conservative in 

guarding core values  as well as radical in the application of them (Stott, 1992). The need to 

engage in new ways of thinking and action by local churches is seen by many as critical to their 

long term survival. This has, in turn, led some observers to advocate ‘marketing’, and 

specifically, branding techniques (Moynagh, 2001).  A review of the literature will identify some 

of the issues involved in branding a local church. 

 

and other researchers.  

 
1.1        The Christian community in the UK 
Christianity is the largest faith in the world with over 1.9 billion followers represen

of the world’s population (Brierley, 2001).  Perhaps its most tangible expression can b

local churches which represent active Christian communities.  In the UK there 

individual church members of which 4.6 million attend Sunday services at approx

churches, which employ approximately 34,000 church leaders (Brierley, 20

churches share some basic foundational values ( i.e., Jesus Christ is unique an

and God), they differ significantly in  relation to governance, decision-ma

sanctification and the return of Christ (Collinson, 1998).   Such differences result

Anglican, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Presbyterian) or  ‘Free’ (e.g., Baptist, Me

Pentecostal, Independent).  They are all non-profit organisations in that they refle

characteristics of the structural-operational definition  proposed by Salamon & Anheie

 

In Europe and North America church membership is in overall decline.  Loca

UK are experiencing falling attendance (Brierley, 2001). Although some indivi

denominations have grown in membership, the overall decline equates to a loss 

members a day and one church every 2 days (Brierley, 2001).   The loc

challenge of appearing more relevant whilst retaining its identity in a post-mode
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2. The literature review: research on branding 

r-profit and non-

s and considers the literature in relation to the impact of adopting a branding 

ark on property to 

).  Branding, as 

products 

experts began 

to recognise the power of effective branding, seeing that through visual designs, names and 

 their competitors, 

eir product, 

ive to 

, brand identities were 

s now create 

ttributes with symbolic imagery linking 

them to concepts, values, lifestyles and experiences.  The goal is to transform the nature of 

  Brand  

 or offering ideas 

 purchasing 

an also offer 

ing effect’  acting as a form of 

‘promise or contract’  (Kapferer, 1997) increases the level of trust an individual has in a service 

nding can be 

 to identify their 

of $1billion and the 

002). 

 

2.2 Branding a business 
The main body of literature on branding focuses on the for-profit or commercial sector.  

Branding is no longer viewed as one of several topics in a general marketing textbook, but as a 

subject in its own right (Crainer, 1998).  In the literature branding is viewed as an essential 

organisational activity - a strategic focus integral to shaping organisational mission and 

 

This review focuses on the nature of branding. It explores branding in the fo

profit context

approach. 

 

2.1. An overview of branding 
The earliest examples of branding simply involved placing a symbol or m

convey ownership such as the name of a farmer or manufacturer (Crainer, 1998

an area of marketing, was developed in the 1960s to help promote particular 

pioneered by companies such as Proctor and Gamble (Aaker, 1996).  Marketing 

symbols, organisations have the opportunity to differentiate themselves from

creating a unique identity (Kotler, 1988).   

 

The creation of a unique identity allows organisations to build awareness of th

emphasise quality, and develop customer loyalty.  The brand acts as an alternat

competition based on price, enabling a premium to be charged.   Initially

shaped by the functional differences in products. However, contemporary brand

identities or  ‘personalities’, which combine functional a

exchange from a one-off purchase to a long-term relationship (Crainer, 1998).

‘personalities’ seek to make connections by either reinforcing personal values

that can become a source of individual identity (Moynagh, 2001).   

 

Branding appears to offer significant benefits.  For the consumer, brands simplify

decisions in a competitive market (Quelch & Harding, 1996). Brand awareness c

security to consumers when choosing services.  Their ‘guarantee

without immediate tangible outcomes (Beckwith, 1997).  For the organisation, bra

so successful in generating revenue that brand ‘equity’  measurements are used

commercial value.  The top 100 brands all have perceived values in excess 

top brand, Coca Cola, has a brand value of $69billion (Business Week, 2
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reflecting core values (Kapferer, 1997).  The literature mainly draws on cas

develop aspects of branding for a for-profit firm – including how to brand quic

1999), how to avoid failures (Haig, 2003) and how to build strong brands - t

leaders (Aaker, 2000; 1996).  Branding challenges include:  difficulties of finding

lucrative niche in a very competitive market with the ability for brands to b

(Winkler, 1999);  attracting the more informed, fickle consu

e study evidence to 

kly (Winkler, 

o become brand 

 the small 

e created quickly 

mer;  issues relating to controlling 

and channelling the brand image in an internet age (Czeriawski & Maloney, 1999); and 

e created, which 

lues, issues 

rs Wood and 

the organisation’s 

nd’ having been sold a philosophy, values system and lifestyle that is 

not really their own.  However,  Davidson (1992) disagrees and argues that powerful techniques 

ymbols, 

ir products, have 

ks of the 1990s 

ective rather than an 

s and have a negative 

on of brands 

tyles is no longer symbolic but real.  For example, 

‘brand canopies’ are artificially designed physical spaces where individuals can live out a 

 profit.   

st.  Increased 

eir image, must 

 

wn as  ‘Marlboro Friday’, when Phillip Morris cut the 

future for 

 branded goods but 

are potentially more brand aware, sceptical of empty  ‘brand experiences’ (Wood & Allen, 2003) 

and sensitive to gaps between image and reality (Pavitt, 2000).   

 

2.3 Branding a non-profit organisation 
Non-profit organisations are being encouraged to engage in branding activities (Saxton, 2002).  

Motivations to use branding techniques vary from income generation to more effective 

managing employees who are brand conscious (D’Alessandro, 2001). 

 

That said, perhaps the greatest challenge to brands is cynicism.  As brands ar

are less about product attributes and more about artificially created (‘fictitious’) va

are raised about their superficiality.  From within the branding industry, copywrite

Allan (2003) argue that brand marketing results in moulding consumers in 

image - people ‘live the bra

are used to develop an impression of dialogue – an illusion that is sustained by s

meanings, images and feelings.   

 

Critics argue that brand marketers, in seeking to connect positive values to the

extended their reach into non-commercial arenas.  One of the best-selling boo

was No Logo by Naomi Klein (2001).  Viewing brands from a societal persp

organisational one, Klein (2001) argues that brands destroy local culture

influence on whole sections of society from education to the media.  The extensi

into the development of self-sustaining lifes

brand’s values – values designed and implemented by large organisations for

Advocates of branding argue that brands can work in the consumer’s intere

visibility can lead to greater accountability as companies, in order to protect th

be seen to ‘do the right things’  (Economist, 2001).   

Despite a setback in the early 1990s kno

price of its premium brand resulting in widespread re-evaluations of brands, the 

branding looks secure (Crainer, 1998).  Consumers continue to purchase
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campaigning.  For some, branding is a proven commercial technique which allo

differentiate their activities from other non-profit ‘competitors’ in order to attrac

income (Tully, 2003).  Recognising the value of the brand can open the door to

licensing and partnering opportunities (Rusch, 2003).  For others, branding refle

engage with the ‘brandscape’  by considering how their organisation, such as a

(when seen as a brand), might better sha

ws NPOs to 

t declining donor 

 co-branding, 

cts a need to 

 local church 

re its message with contemporary culture (Moynagh, 

2001).  The issue then becomes one of what evidence exists to support such claims and what 

 on non-profit 

 and practice to 

 themselves as 

d create an 

inclusive employee culture (Hankinson, 2001).  The key determinants are said to be: the 

xperience of 

ankinson, 2002).   

 of the non-profit 

t NPOs signal 

nn, 1980).  Often 

 agents’ (Drucker, 

oundational 

without being 

 to start from 

create a brand, a non-profit brand is one that simply needs to be uncovered and 

promoted – a question of  ‘polishing the diamond within’  (Saxton, 2002).  Branding provides the 

n and make them 

n-profits is 

dreason & 

ers – another 

ting techniques which help to identify and 

meet stakeholders’ diverse needs are essential (Drucker, 1992), and branding offers a means 

for allowing stakeholders to say something about themselves (Tapp, 1996). A marketing 

approach offers a way not only to raise voluntary income but also to achieve greater societal 

change e.g., via campaigning (Hankinson, 2002).  Branding can be used to: change a public 

image; provide a focus to prevent mission drift; and ensure that the organisation presents a 

consistent image and approach to its activities (Saxton, 2002).   

effects, if any, result from a high brand orientation. 

 

In contrast to the for-profit sector, very little direct research has been conducted

branding activity.  Where literature exists, researchers argue for branding theory

be applied to NPOs.  NPOs with a high brand orientation (i.e., those that view

brands) are seen to increase voluntary income, fulfil organisational objectives an

personal vision of the leader; a supportive organisational culture; the relevant e

managers (i.e., capacity); and environmental factors influencing objectives (H

 

The argument in favour of branding orientation draws on the distinctive nature

form.  It has been argued that because of the non-profit distribution constrain

trustworthiness, especially in conditions of information asymmetry (Hansma

with strong public good missions and described by some as ‘human change

1990), NPOs provide good opportunities to develop strong brands as they have f

values which are trusted and credible.  Many have become household names 

consciously aware of any branding strategy.  Unlike for-profit firms that have

scratch to 

opportunity to display the passion and beliefs at the heart of the organisatio

known to a wider public.  The recognition by for-profits of the brand values of no

evident in the growth of cause-related marketing and co-branding initiatives (An

Kotler, 2003).  

 

Branding is also viewed as having benefits in dealing with multiple stakehold

distinctive characteristic of the non-profit form.  Marke
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There is also evidence of branding in attempts to raise the professional nature o

NPOs need management and marketing skills more than for-profit firms precis

lack the discipline of the ‘bottom-line ‘ (Drucker, 1992).  They also need to implem

poor emulation of commercial techniques promotes an amateurish image (Ande

a piecemeal approach (Akchin, 2001).  With over 180,000 registered charities

organisations that present a degree of uniqueness and competency will have an

competition (Wilson, 1992).  Branding can prove to be cost-effective as don

faster to well-defined, articulated visions (Hankinson, 2001).  In addition, it 

brands (i.e., with well-known professional images) are attractive to volunteers; a

visibility reinforces volunteering behaviour and brings a collective focus to all the different 

f the sector.  

ely because they 

ent it well - 

rson, 2003) and 

 in the UK, those 

 edge over the 

ors donate funds 

is argued that strong 

nd brand 

stakeholder groups (Saxton, 2002).  This can be extended to ‘group brands’  where non-profits 

bdy & Barclay, 

ader debate on 

arket-orientation is considered essential for the local church to 

 of 

 one of the 

distribution 

nt, and offered His 

 

 from the Bible to advocate flexibility and the 

weak.  I have to 

e (The Bible:New 

ti-commercial 

at the benefits of 

ns are expected 

to be insignificant.  Proposed solutions to addressing such concerns include a change in 

terminology, from ‘brand’ to ‘image and reputation’ (Saxton, 2002).   Based on Saxton’s (op cit) 

argument all NPOs, including the local church, should gain benefits from branding.  Yet, other 

research more focused on marketing, but with references to branding, reveals some concerns 

and questions about market-orientation. This includes: does a brand orientation lead to an 

external focus, where strategy and values are subject to the needs of external actors (i.e., ‘their 

combine and pool resources to overcome problems of fragmentation and size (A

2001). 

 

In the literature related to the local church, branding is positioned within the bro

marketing.  For some, a m

engage with the current culture (Barna, 1988) and branding offers a powerful way

communicating the mission (Rendall, 2002).  Barna (1988) argues that the Bible is

‘world’s great marketing texts’:  

 

He… [Jesus]… understood His product thoroughly, developed an unparalleled 

system, advanced a method of promotion that has penetrated every contine

product at a price that is within the grasp of every consumer” (Barna, 1988:50).   

Supporters of Barna’s position would draw on text

need to use marketing methods – “To the weak I become weak, to win the 

become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save som

International Version, 1973: 1273) 

   

2.4 Branding challenges for non-profits and the church 
Resistance to branding is rooted in: concerns about its apparent complexity; an

thinking; and lack of professionalism. However, Hankinson (2001) argues th

seeing a charity brand as a strategic resource are so powerful that these concer
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perception is our reality’), or does branding provide the means of refl

the identity of the organisation?  Can NPOs adapt to

ecting upon and building 

 a competitive market without 

compromising the values that distinguish them? (Ryan, 1999).   

ement 

sen, 1995).  

aled that implicit 

 focus as 

 from internal 

, as in order to achieve 

 communicate 

e necessary funding. The branded NPO 

adapts to the changing environment and regular re-branding becomes essential. The 

nd isomorphism 

hers and commentators who echo the 

view that a marketing orientation: (a) is incompatible with foundational principles (MacArthur, 

e focus of non-

courages 

These fears are often associated with a view that branding feeds a consumerist mentality.  In 

the  to change the 

nat hurches that meet 

the ick’s study of church 

gro

 

McChurch has replaced the traditional home church and its relational values.  Fast-food 

ndows, order their McGroups, 

ike burger 

rned that 

significant growth can occur if a church learns how to market its burgers to capture the 

appetite of this roving crowd (Chadwick, 2001: 20).   
 
ii) Marketing principles – exchange, target markets and felt needs 
Critics also point to a number of problems with specific marketing techniques.  The theory of 

exchange works on the principle that something of value is provided for a benefit.  The costs are 

 

i) The philosophy of marketing 
Some researchers argue that the introduction of marketing as well as generic manag

techniques are both destabilising and cause  ‘mission drift’  in NPOs (Klau

Klausen’s (op cit) study of small voluntary sports associations in Denmark reve

in these marketing processes is a growth philosophy that promotes an external

opposed to an internal one. This results in pressure to change strategic direction

improvements to external measures of success. Branding matters then

economic standards of success and to gain political legitimacy, the NPO has to

favourable images to the external world to secure th

consequences are that founding values are diluted, the mission is deflected a

occurs (becoming indistinct from for-profits) (Klausen, 1995).   

 

This view is supported by American Christian researc

1993); (b) is detrimental to smaller congregations (Webster, 1992); (c) places th

profit organisations on growth, technique and image (Guinness, 2000); and (d) en

churches to view success in numerical terms (Pritchard, 1996).   

 

case of a local church, marketing the  ‘services’ of an individual church is said

ure of church commitment, as Christians are encouraged to  ‘shop’ for c

ir needs, rather than ones where they can serve. For instance, Chadw

wth in the US argues that: 

Christians pull up to ecclesiastical drive-through wi

consume the experience and then drive off, discarding relationships l

wrappers on the highway of life.  Savvy church growth pastors quickly lea
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economic and include sacrifices of time, energy and changes in behaviour. Th

economic, social and psychological (Andreason & Kotler, 2003). However, th

interested utility maximisation on the part of the individual, which runs against t

value expressive behaviour reflected in the non-profit sector (Clarke & Mount, 2001). It is also 

e benefits are 

is assumes self-

he nature of 

argued that this distorts key foundational principles, for example in a church items such as 

.   

dational values.  

 lies in moulding 

).  In a church 

ed in order to 

unication 

t needs can also 

open the temptation to manipulate target audience emotions and offer a fulfilment theology:  

ace to satisfy emotional desires rather than as a place for teaching 

chard, 1996).  

ill not only waste 

ehaviours.  The 

ion’ other 

2003).  This is 

r a profit 

e, searching for a 

creased fragmentation of efforts for those fighting similar causes, 

confusing donors with the vast array of choices (Wilson, 1992).  Those that survive are likely to 

otion.  A study of 

ties have 

d less 

& Barclay, 2001). 

 

A study of church growth in the US revealed how a marketing orientation had grown large 

churches but at the expense of smaller neighbouring churches.  By offering more  ‘services’ and 

facilities these large churches were growing through transfer growth (sometimes known as  

‘sheep stealing’) affecting any ecumenical spirit and undermining the principle of the universal 

church (Chadwick, 2001). 

 
 
 

worship, redemption and love cannot be  ‘bought’ (Kenneson & Street, 1997)

 

A selective focus on target markets can run counter to more universal foun

Whilst market research may identify attitudes and cultural trends, the danger

the founding values to fit their expectations and aspirations (Webster, 1992

context, non-believers can become consumers whose felt needs are research

modify the product to meet these needs.  Ultimately marketing shapes the comm

process and eventually the product itself (Pritchard, 1996).  Understanding fel

church is seen as another pl

that ‘individuals should repent and worship God because God deserves it’ (Prit

 

iii) Competition vs. collaboration 
The dangers identified with non-profit brands are that the quest for visibility w

limited resources but significantly result in a decline in mutually supportive b

suggested outcomes include the adoption of strategies which negatively ‘reposit

charities and the hoarding of information (example cited in Andreason & Kotler, 

consistent with Weisbrod’s (1998) argument that the industrial imperative to garne

creates an incentive to treat knowledge as private property. What is mor

lucrative niche results in the in

be the larger organisations with access to the necessary resources for prom

marketing collaborations in the UK voluntary sector revealed that the larger chari

established powerful brands resulting in barriers of entry for smaller charities an

collaboration (Abdy 
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iv) The need for business skills  
The capacity to brand the organisation to the outside world requires certain sk

marketing is recognised even by its proponents as being especially comple

secondary data being available; poor research data; issue complexity; and the difficulty in 

portraying complexity in media (Andreason & Kotler, 2003). This results in the n

with professional qualifications rather than ‘accidental’ marketers (Akchin, 2001). 

Professionalisation, though, can create mistrust and conflict with volunteers who feel displ

as decision-making becomes more top-down. Professionals can dominate bo

networks that created

ills. Non-profit 

x due to very little 

eed for those 

aced 

ards and the social 

 the NPO are replaced by recruited agents  who are likely to be less loyal 

to, and less motivated by the values of the organisation, and more focused on strategy and 

nessman – he must be 

ep the church solvent and make it appealing enough for 

people to attend before he has a chance to impact their lives” (Barna, 1988:14). The likely 

more like managers who are no longer as deeply 

 places and they 

ling (Barna, 

nships with 

ries of 

s wasteful by 

rketing activities 

cited  the example of a recent Church of England logo where one respondent commented, ’Our 

2000).  Others, within 

 which might be 

s are 

996).   

Some also argue that, in a church setting, focusing on the visual values simplicity over 

complexity (Pritchard, 1996). Certain foundational values which are less ‘appealing’ are given 

less exposure, i.e., judgement, punishment, suffering (Chadwick, 2001). Sermons are viewed as 

‘watered down’ into self-help messages and  ‘the church is no longer regarded as a repository 

of truth, nor a source of moral authority, but merely a place to go for spiritual strokes’ (Webster, 

1992: 92).  

structure (Klausen, 1995).   

 

For the local church, some argue that the leader will be “judged as a busi

a good enough businessman to ke

impact then is that the clergy become 

committed to fellowship (Guinness, 1993). 

 

v) The importance of image over substance 
Advocates of branding argue that NPOs and churches need to be attractive

may need to purposely restructure their image in order to become more appea

1988). Critics argue that effective communication strategies and improved relatio

stakeholders are important, but active management of the image can lead to a se

problems.  A ‘glitzy’ brand campaign might trivialise the cause and be seen a

donors (Wood & Allen, 2003).  A survey of British clergy attitudes towards ma

identity is not about a logo but what we do and say’ (Sherman & Devlin, 

the Christian literature, believe that it leads to a temptation to project an image

more aspirational than true. When communication becomes self-conscious, and image

scrutinised for effect, the temptation to pretend grows even stronger (Pritchard, 1
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Summary 
The specific, but limited, non-profit literature on branding views brand orientation

even essential activity.  Applying lessons from the for-profit world, the literatu

potential benefits for the individual organisation and practical ways to implement a brandi

strategy.  However, this needs to be set against the background of a wide bo

is sceptical about marketing techniques such as branding and believes that th

NPO or church is threatened by its use.  Fu

 as a positive, 

re identifies 

ng 

dy of literature that 

e essence of a 

rther research needs to explore how a branding 

orientation might affect organisational behaviour in order to support or diminish the case for 

branding activity in the local church.  
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3. Research design, methodology & implementation 

anding affects the 

n of the sample surveyed as well as the implementation of the 

resea

mission and 

hether benefits 

identified in previous research are evident; and (b) to test the validity of statements which claim 

that brandi  follows: 

 

(1) h churches are 

ls perceive 

benefited or seen 

at benefits are 

evident?  How are the different levels of branding orientation expressed? Are there 

xample, are certain 

r church as a 

 

brand orientation 

 

(2) ned with how people perceive the problems of 

adopting a branding approach as identified in the literature. 

do leaders 

attitudes which 

ues?  How do leaders deal with the different opinions on 

the benefits and drawbacks of branding?   

 

Based on the literature, especially Chadwick (2001), it is possible to hypothesise that 

high brand orientation churches should exhibit behaviours and attitudes that are 

considered to be affecting core identity, i.e., these churches should be less collaborative 

than low brand orientated churches.  

 

 
This section identifies the key questions underpinning this study of how br

local church. The selectio

rch plan are also outlined. 

 

3.1 Research design and questions 
The aim of this research is to understand how a branding orientation affects the 

core identity of a local church.  Specifically, it seeks: (a) to comprehend w

ng is detrimental to NPOs.  The three key research questions are as

In order to identify whether branding is a marketing technique with whic

engaged the first research question was concerned with how individua

branding, in relation to branding as an activity and its benefits. 

• How relevant is branding to local church leaders and have they 

benefits from a high brand orientation?  Sub-questions include: Wh

any particular variables that are particularly important, for e

types of churches, age, size, denomination more likely to see thei

brand? 

Based on the literature review, especially Hankinson (2001), it is possible to 

hypothesise that in contrast to low brand orientated churches, high 

churches should be growing. 

The second research question is concer

• What evidence is there of branding changing core values and how 

perceive branding “dangers”? Sub-questions include: Do they reveal 

are at odds with core val
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(3) arch question is concerned with how local church leaders should 

cting their 

  Sub-question:  Is it possible to identify specific behaviours? 

dology 
A q li thodology for the 

followin

viour from the 

ble to make 

analytical generalisations and develop new concepts and explanations (Yin, 1989). 

ctives and reveal the 

encies. 

ctured 

tion and of 

f questions 

gth of time they had 

ticulated vision, 

nd community.  A 

ews in relation 

he statements 

s and critics of branding. The final statement 

proposed that branding improved communication but the methods shaped the Christianity 

h the respondent 

brand has 

 of their 

The questionnaire was piloted with a group of church leaders. This resulted in minor changes 

necessary for greater clarity.  The anonymity of each respondent was considered essential due 

to the sensitive nature of some of the questions thus each questionnaire was given a unique 

code.  A non-probability sampling approach was chosen to identify a group of church leaders 

that could be considered ‘purposive’, in other words representative enough to be credible (May, 

1997).     

 

The final rese

approach branding. 

• In what ways do church leaders assess how branding is affe

organisation?

  

3.2 The metho
ua tative research methodology was chosen instead of a quantitative me

g reasons. 

• The research questions are concerned with understanding beha

leaders’ own frame of reference. As such it is an exploratory study and not 

statistically generalisable (Blaxter et al, 2001).  However, it is possi

• Qualitative research can convey experiences and perspe

complexity of issues thereby exposing contradictions and inconsist

 

Drawing on the questionnaire used by Hankinson (2001) a tailored semi-stru

questionnaire was designed for measuring branding orientation (see Appendix).  Although this 

was adapted to reflect local church issues, the way of measuring brand orienta

exploring attitudes was kept consistent. Additional questions included a series o

about the respondent, for example, their position in the church and the len

been in post.  Questions were asked about whether the church had a clearly ar

values and strategy and the degree to which this was known in the church a

brief definition of branding was given before respondents were asked for their vi

to a range of statements in favour of, or against, a branding orientation. T

summarised key themes raised by both advocate

presented.  Finally, the questionnaire sought answers about the extent to whic

viewed the church as a brand and the extent   to which viewing the church as a 

benefited the church overall.  Respondents were given the option to explain any

responses and engage in an email or face-to-face dialogue. 
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3.3 Implementation 
The sample surveyed was constructed from churches who are members of a par

Association (the Willow Creek Association in the UK & Ireland).  This Associa

1992 and has a membership of approximately 600 church leaders.  It is part of a worl

group of more than 9,000 churches from 35 countries and 90 denominations t

the Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago.   Using a purposive sample fro

Creek Association allowed for access to a wide range of different denominations 

church leaders.   Accessing senior leaders was considered critical in orde

the attitudes of those who make the decision about whether to brand, or not to

church.  Membership of the

a-church 

tion was formed in 

d-wide 

hat emerged from 

m the Willow 

and named 

r to better understand 

 brand the local 

 Association also suggested an  ‘evangelical focus’ so these 

ture as well as 

l 

a possible 400 

d questionnaires were sent by post with pre-paid envelopes.  

uestionnaire.  After 

minder email. 93 

back given 

ain questions. 

guity and interpretation – notable disadvantages of postal 

1997).  Nine in-depth email interviews (and three face-to-face meetings) were 

key themes.  

 mapped and 

 those people who 

ons (May, 1997).  

of 

denominations, may not be typical of local churches, as they are willing to be associated with 

one of the largest churches in North America, renowned for its emphasis on seeking out 

creative ways to engage with current culture (i.e., ‘seeker’ services and extensive use of the 

arts).  The methods used, such as the questionnaire, gathered opinions and attitudes which 

respondents were willing to share but it was not easily possible to verify their statements, for 

example, regarding membership growth (Blaxter et al, 2001).     

 

churches were also likely to be dealing with issues such as  engaging with cul

preserving core values.   

 

The questionnaire was sent to those members of the Association who responded to an emai

asking if they would be willing to take part in the research. 110 members (out of 

contacted via email) responded an

Respondents were given a two-week deadline to complete the eight-page q

two weeks those respondents who had not returned their forms were sent a re

completed surveys in total were returned.   

 

Email was used for two reasons. First, to follow up and clarify some of the feed

through the questionnaires and second to check how respondents viewed cert

This was done in order to reduce ambi

surveys (May, 

conducted over a period of six weeks to further probe responses and to develop 

Questionnaire data was analysed using spreadsheet software and themes were

interpreted using Mind Manager software. 

   

3.4 Issues 
The research had a number of limitations.  The sample surveyed represented

were willing to take part which could result in significant bias to extreme positi

In addition, Willow Creek Association churches, whilst representative of a range 
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Summary 
The aim of this research was to understand how a branding orientation affec

core identity of a local church.  Drawing on the literature, a qualitative method w

specifically a semi-structured question

ts the mission and 

as chosen, 

naire together with some in depth interviews was used to 

survey a purposive sample of church leaders.  
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4. Data analysis – the results 
 
The results of the questionnaire and subsequent discussions revealed answers to the following 

research questions. 

 
4.1 Research questio  and orientation 

        
T r ng b  

Ag
ver
strongly 

Agree 
strongly 

 sagree 
ittle 

ee 
y 

Disagree 
very 
strongly 

n 1: Branding benefits

able 1: B andi enefits
 

Principle 
 

ree 
y 

Agree a
little 

Di
a l

Disagr
strongl

Helps differentiate 11 42 31 2 4 1 
 

Provides op
reveal true 

portunities to 
nature (re-

18 5 0 0 

branding) 

23 45 

Leads to growth 17 
 

33 31 5 2 1 

Unifies members 17 52 21 1 0 0 
 

More an issu
 

e of language  31 7 1 0 7 44

Opportunity to clarify vision & 
values 

16 54 19 2 0 0 

Need to be aware of image 
 

60 28 3 0 0 0 

Adaptation without 
compromise 

29 46 10 5 0 0 

 
 
The majority of respondents, even those with a low brand orientation, accept sig

of branding theory and practice.  They understood that branding enables them to 

themselves in their culture and offers the chance to overcome negative images

seen to lead to growth, to have a unifying effect on the members 

nificant aspects 

differentiate 

.  Branding was 

and to provide for 

opportunities to clarify vision and values.  However, the leaders also recognised problems with 

terminology and accepted that the organisation emits an image. They also understood their 

image will affect the way they serve those outside the church.  They believed it is possible to 

adapt to a competitive environment without compromising their values.  As such, the evidence 

supports the views of Saxton (2002), Moynagh (2001) and Hankinson (2001). 
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Technique 
 

Respondents 

Logo 
 

74 (81%) 

Mission Statement ) 
 

77 (85%) (Tag Line

Advertisement 42 (46%) 
 
Web Site 
 

77 (85%) 

Signage 
 

76 (84%) 

Direct Mail 
 

70 (77%) 

Other 40 (44%) 

Table 2: Branding orientation 

 

urch Leader Sees C a d   
Church has benefited or could benefit 
from seeing th  a brand Ch hurch as Br n  emselves as

         
Scale Resp n Respondents o dents  Scale 
To A Small Extent  1 
 7    To A Small Extent  1 2   
2 
 5    2 3   
3 
   3 4   3   
4 
 8  4 2     
5 
 4   5 9 22% 30%
6 
 21  6 11     
7 

16    7 17    
8 

21  8 29      
9 
 4    9 7   
To a Large Extent 10 
 1 70%  To a Large Extent 10 6 78% 
TOTAL 
 90     TOTAL 90   

 
 
The majority of church l

above) and over 78% bel

(the average score being 6.8).   
    
The overwhelming majority o

churches were using a ra

recognisable marketing techniq

such as a logo, website and mis

statement (tag line).  Only on

used none of the above techniques 

(though it was in the process of 

creating a logo and mission statement 

eaders surve  perceived their c rand (scoring 6 and 

ieved that the church has benefited or nefit from such a view 

 Table 3: Use of g Techniques 

f 

nge of 

ues –

sion 

e church 

and perceived the benefits of branding 

as 10 on the scale). Forty churches 

also identified a range of additional activities including: church magazines; special events; word 

of mouth; and door to door activities.  Specific examples included: advertising on the London 

Underground; poster advertisements in the street/roundabouts; articles in the local press; 

welcome packs  for new residents moving into the area; community questionnaires; TV 

yed (70%) hurch as a b

could be

  Marketin
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advertisements in the local ho

Branding as one Technique 
of many 

Branding as a Tool 

Branding as Identity and 
Image Management HIGH 

BRANDING ORIENTATION 

LOW 

spital; radio advertising; mobile multimedia presentations; a 

community bus; and a charity shop.   

search.  70% of 

mpared with 

46% for those who are declining or staying the same.  47% of churches have a dedicated 

tation of 7.2.   

n among those 

 who see branding 

tation) and those who identify real benefits, the 

benefits are perceived on quite different level  orientation 

see branding as a ‘tool’ to be used to as y see their 

 the branding process.   
Fig een Branding 

Orientation and acceptance of Branding Theory 

and  

wed

 

gram).  

s a 

rategy

icant 

 tool, its benefits depend on its 

degree of support for existing activities.  

art of the 

The questionnaire proved to be a catalyst for some leaders to revise their opinions on branding, 

with the large majority of respondents raising their  ‘level’ of orientation.  For example, before 

taking part in the survey some leaders wrote to say that they did not undertake any marketing 

activities but were willing to help.  After completing the questionnaire, they became aware of a 

range of existing marketing activities carried out by their church and the need to use these more 

strategically.    
 

 

In addition, 62% of the churches were undertaking formal or informal market re

those churches that perceived themselves to be growing undertake research co

budget for marketing activities and these churches have an average brand orien

 

However, although the questionnaire results indicated a high branding orientatio

surveyed it did not adequately reveal the very different approaches church leaders had to 

branding.   Whilst branding orientation explains the difference between those

as simply a peripheral technique (low brand orien

s.  The majority with a high branding

sist them in their mission. A small minorit

identity and image encapsulated by

The decision to brand, or not to br

depends on whether branding is vie

as a technique, tool or an articulation of

core identity (see author’s dia

For those who see branding a

technique, there is no coherent st

and no expectation of signif

benefits.  For those who see branding 

as a

ure 1: Relationship betw

 

 

And for those who see branding as a 

means of identity and image 

management, its benefits are viewed as essential to articulating the core identity or he

church. 
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From this research it is possible to conclude that branding is something that these church 

leaders were willing to engage in and develop.  It is therefore essential to understand its effects. 

01) that those 

of churches (68) 

(50) of the respondents 

will 

iewed 

se churches 

of branding.  What is 

 10 churches which responded as having declining membership, 9 

replied that they would benefit from a branding orientation (6 and above).  So, regardless of 

 there is a 

se of identity in the 

tion (28 churches 

ferer (1997). The 

r branding 

s 

eir values, or 

ually.  Different combinations, i.e., a vision, but not a plan or 

 with a plan 

ore of 2. The 12 

lues, had an 

the highest 

member awareness of vision and values and a higher than average community awareness 

% of church leaders believed the community had very limited 

ers believed that the 

community understands the church (with a score of 8). These churches were of different ages, 

from different denominations, are growing, had articulated visions and values (only 1 did not 

have a strategic plan) and had an average branding orientation of 9.   

 

Branding orientation: key variables? 
The research also examined how different variables might affect branding orientation. 

 

 

Brand orientation and growth 
There appears to be some evidence to support the hypothesis of Hankinson (20

with a high brand orientation have a growing membership base. Of the 62% 

who responded as having grown numerically in the last few years, 81% 

said that they have, to a medium and large extent (scoring 6 and above), benefited and 

benefit from seeing their church as a brand. That said, this finding needs to be v

cautiously as respondents were not asked to quantify the level of growth and the

could have been growing due to a range of other factors quite irrespective 

interesting is that of the

whether or not the relationship with branding orientation is in fact a strong one,

perception that it is effective. 

 

Perhaps the stronger link is that those church leaders who had a clear sen

form of an articulated vision, values and strategy had a higher brand orienta

with an average score of 7.7) supporting the studies of Saxton (2002) and Kap

more active the church leaders were in reviewing their identity, the higher thei

orientation. Those that reviewed their values (62) had higher brand orientation score

increasing with frequency (every 6 months), than those that did not review th

reviewed them annually or bi-ann

articulated values, all led to lower branding orientation.  For example, one church

and articulated values but no articulated vision had a branding orientation sc

churches that had an articulated vision, but no strategic plan and articulated va

average branding orientation of 5.   

 

Those churches with a strategic plan, articulated vision and values (28) also had 

score of 4.7 (average is 4.1).  60

awareness of what the churches stood for (4 and below).  5 church lead
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a) Position in church 
75 Ministers/Pastors answered the survey of which 68 were Senior Pastors.

(Administrators, Elders, Deacons) represented 18% of all respondents.  54 Se

(79%) and 11 lay leaders (69%) responded with branding orientati

  Lay leaders 

nior Pastors 

on scores of 6 and higher. 

ding was supported by both lay and ordained leaders. 

 
b) Le

 
tions  between branding nd length of time in post 

 
gth of Time No of Respon Branding Orientation 

(6 and above) 

This suggested that bran

ngth of time in position 

Table 4: Rela hip  orientation a

Len dents 

Less than 1 ye 6 6 (100%) ar 
 
1-5 years 
 

45 33 (73%) 

6-10 years 25 20 (80%) 
 
11-20 years 
 

14 10 (71%) 

21+ years 
 

1 1 (100%) 

TOTAL 
 

91  

 

Length of time in post might suggest some link to branding orientation.  Those leaders who are 

ting that the Minister who 

had held the post for over 21 years wa onsible for three churches – two had been 

established in the last two years.   

 

c) Church ag
: Relationship between bran ntation and age of church 

 
Church No of Respon Branding Orientation 

(6 and above) 

new in post appear to have a higher brand orientation.  It is worth no

s resp

e  
Table 5 ding orie

Age of dents 

< 5 years 
 

6 6 (100%) 

5- 20 years 18 16 (89%) 
 
20 – 50 years 
 

11 8 (73%) 

50-100 years 
 

10 8 (80%) 

100-200 years 
 

29 20 (69%) 

200-500 years 
 

6 3 (50%) 

500 + years 
 

7 6 (86%) 

 
Average Age 169 
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Although all new churches in this sample (under 5 years old) identified benefits in having a 

branding orientation, it was still a factor for churches over 1000 years old. 

spondents linked to a 

spondents) followed by 

ere were no 

n 

ze was too small to reveal any 

substantial differences although differences may exist. For example, Salvation Army churches 

the respondents (60) worked in churches with less than 200 members.  The 

highest branding orientation was in churches with under 50 members and this decreased 

ch size.  However, the drop was very small and rose in the 200-300 

 

f the staff, i.e., 

ch as a brand.   

raphical area.  

 in the area did not 

not increase with 

asing numbers of local churches in the surrounding area.  Respondents’ awareness of 

other local churches varied; some guessed there were thousands whilst others knew exactly 

er of 

r, overall this 

iour (Chadwick, 

 

It is recognised that the sample size in this study is very small, and that therefore one cannot 

draw anything more than some tentative conclusions from it.  That said, certain inferences can 

be drawn. First, whether to brand or not does not appear to be critically influenced by any one 

organisational variable.  Second, the most significant factor is in fact the vision, views and the 

skills of the leader – a view supported by previous research (Hankinson, 2002). 

 

 
d) Denomination and independent churches 
Over 14 denominations were represented in the sample with 72 (80%) re

denominational group.  The main denomination was Anglican (22 re

Baptist (11).  18 surveys were from completely independent churches.  Th

significant differences in branding orientation across denominations and betwee

denominations and independent churches.  The sample si

(7 respondents) had higher than average branding orientation scores. 

 

e) Organisational size 
Two thirds of 

fractionally with chur

member category. 

f) Number of paid staff 
Different configurations of staff did not seem to affect the branding orientation o

those churches with more staff were neither more nor less likely to see their chur

 

g) Other churches (potential competition) 
Leaders were asked to identify the number of local churches in their local geog

The average number of churches identified was 34.  The number of churches

seem to impact on branding orientation.  For example, branding orientation did 

incre

how many there were.  Interestingly, those that saw themselves in decline saw the numb

churches in their area as being significantly greater than the average.  Howeve

finding challenges the view that branding inevitably leads to competitive behav

2001).  
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4.2      Research question 2: the dangers of branding 

Views on branding issue
Table 6: B g

Agree 
ver  

strongly 
strongly 

ree  agree ee 
strongly 

Disagree 
very 

strongly 

 
s 

randin  issues 
 

Principle 
 y

Agree Ag
a little 

Dis
a little 

Disagr

Motivation to Brand is losing 
ientation 

4 14 40 17 14 1 
Market Or
Branding makes little
 

 difference 8 26 34 3 2 5 1

Value Dilution 
 

 0 14 34 8 2 12 2

Sustains Church Shopping 
Mindset (Consumerism) 

2 6 35 23 18 4 

Technique is not values neutral 6 28 25 2 
 

1 7 2

Danger of Style over Substance 8 3 7 2 
 

37 33 

Distorts View of non-believers as 
ds 

1 13 27 20 27 1 
consumers with felt nee
Target marketing – selectio
 

n 17 21 1 0 9 41 

Focus on numbers an
 

d techniq  5 22 27 2 ue 1 14 2

Requires specific skill set from 
business 

 6 19 17 1 2 15 3

Size Matters – Large will surviv
urces 

 1 23 18 1 e 
as they have more reso

4 14 3

Breeds Competition 
 

6 23 38 6 0 8 1

Devalues Complexity 
 

0 10 19 28 25 8 

Temptation to manipulate 
 

2 8 44 17 16 3 

Branding Shapes Christianity 
 

4 18 33 18 14 3 

 

The majority of respondents (even those with a high brand orientation) recogn

problems associated with branding. There was substantial variance over the

for branding, whether it makes a significant difference and whether it di

a strong view that it sustains a ‘church-shopping’ mentality.  Respondents were

whether the techniques are value-neutral. They saw dangers in: elevating style 

distorting the view of non-believers; and in being selective about their target au

marketing).  As such, these leaders understood the concerns of writers such as 

ised there are 

 underlying motive 

lutes values.  There was 

 divided as to 

over substance; 

dience (target 

MacArthur 

(1993) and Kenneson (1997).  A significant number pinpointed a focus on technique, 

organisational size and the need for the leader to have business skills for branding to be 

successful.  However, the majority did not believe that branding would breed competition or 

devalue the complexity of the message, but did believe that there is a temptation to manipulate 

emotions.  Perhaps most significantly, the majority saw branding as improving communication 

with non-believers, but shaping the Christianity being presented, giving support to the research 
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of Pritchard (1996).  As one leader with a high branding orientation indicated, it would be naïve 

to think it was possible to change communication style and not affect content. 

cerns raised 

 responded differently 

utweighed by 

ed what 

 in branding but 

t think it made a substantial difference.   Others pinpointed the concerns, to the extent 

that they recognised Christianity can be shaped by the approach, but still saw real benefits in 

. Collaboration 

ntation, 

htly higher than average branding 

al collaboration (14) 

ick’s hypothesis 

rent and 

tional; community 

r peripheral.  For 

ning the 

ples fell into each of 

es, whereas 

hurches only 

ork more closely with 

Inter-

aternals); 

f the year – such 

s; schools 

rt. 

 

Discussions with church leaders who had a high branding orientation revealed commitments to 

work with other local churches. This would not support the view that branding inevitably results 

in less supportive behaviours.  In fact, rather the opposite - several of the churches who see 

themselves as brands gave examples of developing inter-denominational forums.  Competition 

was viewed less in terms of neighbouring churches and more in terms of all alternative forms of 

 

Church leaders recognised the possible benefits as well as disadvantages or con

by branding.  All leaders questioned seemed to recognise the benefits, but

to the concerns.  Some leaders identified the benefits but for them these were o

the concerns.  Other leaders noted both the benefits and the concerns but provid

appeared to be quite inconsistent responses. For example, some saw benefits

did no

branding. 

    

Branding orientation and collaboration 
74% of churches recorded their involvement in some form of collaborative activity

did not seem to be related to age, whether the church is growing, or branding orie

although those churches who do not collaborate have slig

orientation.  However, those churches with high levels of inter-denomination

also revealed high branding orientation (average of 6.7) thus challenging Chadw

(Chadwick, 2001) that high branded churches are less collaborative. 

 

The results revealed significant variations in collaboration. Activities fell into diffe

sometimes overlapping categories such as: inter-denominational or denomina

or internally focused; and attitude to collaboration – whether it was pervasive o

example, 29 Churches cited the Alpha course (a national Christian Course explai

fundamentals of the Christian faith), as an example of collaboration.  Exam

the above categories.  Some courses were city-wide inter-denominational cours

others ran them alone or with other churches in their denomination.  Some c

collaborated on planning and advertising, whereas others sought to w

other churches in their surrounding area.  The result is a wide range of activities.  

denominational level examples included: Churches Together forums (minister fr

training; prayers; and special events for particular groups or at certain times o

as Easter and Christmas.  Community level examples included: marriage course

work; hosting community events; finance workshops; and pregnancy crisis suppo
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non-Christian activity.  However, some leaders admitted that if their churches we

because of a strong local identity, then it was possible that other churches would suffer, a

Christians would move to places where their needs could be better served.  L

over whether they should be encouraged to return to their previous church, whi

support to the view of ‘sheep-stealing’ and the danger of transfer growth (Chadwi

This could be said to be the case of the small minority of churches who brand in r

Sunday school, target Christians moving to the local area, and specifically f

which distinguish themselves from other churches.  However, the vast majority 

oriented churches saw thei

re growing 

s local 

eaders disagreed 

ch might add 

ck, 2001).  

elation to the 

ocus on attributes 

of the high brand 

r approach as focusing on attracting non-believers, rather than 

believers, and if members of other churches wanted to join their church, it would not be due to 

wing, 

 that while 

cerns about 

jected branding 

ten inconsistent 

hat they were ‘uncomfortable’ with the 

terminology. A number of respondents were asked about how these tensions were managed, 

d inconsistencies 

 branding face 

Via email and in face-to-face meetings it became apparent that the local church leader faces 

t reveal?’  

lievers, do leaders 

roup, or can they create a brand 

which connects with both groups? 

 

As a result of discussions with church leaders, a model was developed to help leaders consider 

the relationship between branding orientation (high or low) and branding focus (external or 

internal).  This resulted in leaders identifying four organisational types.   

 

 

 

 

 

them seeking them out. 

 

4.3     Research question 3: a possible model 
 
It does seem that high brand orientated churches perceived themselves to be gro

especially those who have a clear sense of identity and mission.  It also appears

church leaders accepted the potential benefits of branding, they expressed con

managing their identity and image using a branding process.  A small number re

completely.  However, although the majority seemed to be positive they were of

in their approach.  Many respondents indicated t

and whether there were flaws in the survey instruments employed that reveale

that did not exist in practice.  The feedback was that church leaders undertaking

a range of issues not previously identified in the research.  

 

issues with branding that relate to focus: ‘who is the brand for?’ and ‘what does i

When serving at least two distinct groups, for example believers and non-be

create a brand which connects with one, but not the other g
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Figure 2: How br us and orientatio o create different organisational forms 

  Brand cus 
 

and foc n combine t

Fo

 
 

 
 

Low High 
 

   
Internal 

(Believer) 

 
External 

(Non-Believer) 
 
Low 

 
Coalition 

 

 
Conference 

 
 
 
Brand 
Orientation 

 
High 

 
Club 

 
Retailer 

 
 

 

 
 
Coalition (or congregation, colony, collective) Low Brand Orientation & Inter

This church would not seek to project an image to outsiders of 

nal Focus.   

what it stands for.  It would not 

manage its identity and as such its members would see membership in coalition terms – united 

d.  Its growth would be from attracting 

 (or consulate) High Brand Orientation & Internal Focus.   

Thi r sense of 

belo ts growth would 

be  transfer growth.  For example, one leader 

iate our church 

ple who have been to 

Other leaders identify more negative issues:  

Tesco.  If down the 

 a decent 

ur generation 

 

Conference (or convention, consortium) Low Brand Orientation and External Focus.   

This church is keen to engage or ‘conference’ with non-members under the broad umbrella of a 

Christian identity.  It spends no real time on managing its corporate image but makes strong 

connections.  It grows through relationships but many in the community do not know it exists.  

For example, comments from church leaders include:  

 

under the broad Christian or denominational identity/bran

existing believers.  A number of leaders spoke of starting from this position. 

 

Club
s church would actively manage its identity and provide its members with a clea

nging and unity.  Its identity and image would focus on member services.  I

from attracting existing believers in the form of

stated:   

The name ‘New Frontiers’ could be seen as a brand which helps assoc

with a set of values.  This has undoubtedly helped us recruit peo

other New Frontiers churches (Church Leader 60).  

 

Today there is no ‘brand loyalty’.  If Waitrose is cheaper, abandon 

road helps my kids – move. [And,] if the consumer is a Christian then

argument can be made for branding feeding the self-centeredness of o

(Church Leader 35). 
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In the short time I have been a pastor we have had a name change

significant.  On my visitations I have found out that people in the comm

realized we were an active church (same location for 50 years!). Bette

kind of brand 

 which has been 

unity never 

r to have some 

than be so neutral and discreet that the church is not noticed  (Church 

ocus.   

of different 

services to enable connections.  It appeals to non-members but success is determined by 

identifying, adapting a rs include:  

 

[A] go and get them approach (branding) – a recognition to take the product to the 

ait for them to come to you [and] being business-like works for our 

community which is growing as a business centre (Church Leader 26). 

Oth

I guess the danger for the church is becoming the brand.  The brand ought to be 

ery easy in this 

s underneath  

ng can involve 

eing highlighted 

d the branding 

tical.  One leader wrote, ‘I don’t believe branding is the problem, it is the way it is 

done that could be’ (Church Leader 30). ‘Living the brand’ needs to adequately match the 

ing identity of the church and needs to be authentic and not too aspirational.  However, 

e range 

eed back and 

Analysis of the data revealed that branding is a relevant discussion for church leaders.  Whilst 

high branded churches perceived benefits, and are growing, there are also perceptions of 

problems with a branding orientation.  A model was developed to try to better understand the 

benefits of branding and their impact on mission drift.  This model examined the relationship 

between the level of commitment to branding and its focus.  The next section will explore how 

research into branding can be developed in the future.  

Leader 42). 

 

Retailer (or company, market stall) – High Brand Orientation & External F

This church is keen to present its identity to the non-member.  It offers a range 

nd meeting non-member needs.  A comment from leade

people rather than w

 

ers express possible problems:  

 

supportive and descriptive of what the church really is and does.  It is v

day and age to create a brand which bears little resemblance to what lie

(Church Leader 34). 

 

The model highlights the need for churches and leaders to consider how brandi

serving different stakeholders and its focus may result in different core values b

or diminished.  As many leaders commented, the motivation and integrity behin

process are cri

underly

being authentic means recognising the different perceptions of those receiving the wid

of messages communicated by the organisation and understanding how these f

shape its mission.   

 
Summary 
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5.   Discussion and conclusion 

t high branded 

ded 

search findings 

ncerned by the 

 orientation can 

ugh there was no specific evidence 

of this in this study (for instance, high branded churches did not reveal overtly anti-collaborative 

hurch.  The 

ch findings, 

cus 

ur relationships emerged and are illustrated on 

a two by two matrix. The model enabled leaders to map their position on the matrix and assess 

lues.  This 

rch 

s of extremes – 

r shows that 

leade ons.  Researchers 

f assisting non-

nisational 

ntial to this task. 

eed to define 

rofits such 

ve. Those 

e than one 

ery differently to 

non-believers.  Organisational identity theorists recognise this tension.  When organisations 

speak about identity they refer to a claimed central character, areas of distinctiveness and 

temporal continuity (Albert & Whetten, 1985). However classification may be difficult when there 

are multiple equally valid statements, relevant to different audiences for different purposes, and 

where the complexity of their activities makes a simple statement impossible.  Organisations 

also face difficulties in distinguishing between public and private identity, with the need to 

 
On one level this research supports the evidence of Hankinson (2001) - tha

churches perceive greater organisational benefits - and the hypothesis that high bran

churches are more likely to be growing than low branded ones.   However, the re

also support the body of literature that is both sceptical of branding  as well as co

impact of branding:  the findings identified strongly held perceptions that a brand

negatively change organisational mission and values.   Altho

behaviour) most leaders stated there was the potential for mission drift.   

 

The research explored how leaders might approach the issue of branding their c

model proposed in the previous chapter was developed as a result of the resear

which identified a relationship between branding orientation and branding fo

(internal/member and external/non-member).  Fo

the degree of fit between their position on the matrix and their organisational va

model will need to be assessed for its broader application. 

 

Overall, whilst there were certainly elements of support for the existing literature, the resea

revealed a weakness in the current literature, which tends to polarise in term

either in favour of, or against branding.  The evidence from this study howeve

rs can be aware of both positions and attempt to manage the tensi

therefore need to better understand these tensions and in doing so, find ways o

profit leaders to navigate their way through  potential problems.  Integrating orga

identity theory into the main body of literature on branding could prove esse

 

5.1 Organisational Identity Theory: Dealing with Multiple Identities 
All those surveyed identified the key starting point in a branding process as the n

organisational identity before being able to project and manage its image.  For non-p

as a local church, this is perhaps more complex than branding advocates percei

churches who really engage with branding come to realise that they have mor

identity, as perceived by their stakeholders, i.e., believers view the church v
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reduce any discrepancies between the way they view themselves and the way

them.  The greater the discrepancy the more likely the health of the organisat

The result is that the publicly presented identity will be typically both more positiv

monolithic than the intern

 outsiders view 

ion is impaired.  

e and more 

ally perceived identity, which might be dual or multiple in nature (Albert 

ct the 

ous character is 

 define into a 

, presenting 

screpancies 

of engaging 

Christians.  The 

mely difficult, leaders 

., believers or seekers.  

In fact, the church may recognise two or more quite distinct identities, but project only one.  

on-profit 

raying the core 

92).  

n practice.  

 receivers of the 

ck into the 

pancies.  

ers, to express 

ion to be, but the meanings associated with these labels 

on to create and 

ccess. On 

dapt to increasingly 

mehow stay the 

same – adaptive instability (Gioia et al, 2000).   

 

Changing the core identity may be acceptable to an organisation founded on a for-profit basis 

but for a non-profit organisation established on distinct values, mutating identity could challenge 

their unique form and erode the trust essential for its existence (Hansmann, 1987).  This 

understanding of the interplay between identity and image may help to explain why some 

& Whetten, 1985).  

 

This may help to explain the tensions faced by those church leaders wanting to proje

identity of their church.  Firstly, the need to present a core, distinct and continu

difficult when the complexities of its mission, formation and values are hard to

simple brand statement, for example, how to present God’s character.  Secondly

that identity to various stakeholders is problematic.  There is a need to reduce di

between outside and insider perceptions, as well as to recognise different ways 

with the local church, the national church, the world-wide faith and individual 

result is that, since projecting a brand that reveals such complexity is extre

often create a positive (‘attractive’) single identity for one group only, i.e

Multiple stakeholders with multiple bottom-lines are said to be a feature of the n

organisation (Drucker, 1992) and other non-profits are likely to face similar tensions. 

 
5.2 Organisational Identity Theory: Projecting Image 
Branding involves taking the core identity and projecting an image.   It is presented as a 

straightforward process where projection is controlled by the communicators port

central and distinctive character of the organisation (Winker, 1999, Drucker, 19

Organisational identity theorists Gioia et al (2000) argue that this is not the case i

They argue that there is a dynamic interplay between identity and image, where

image also construct their views based on other observations.  Their views are fed ba

organisation and organisational identity adapts or mutates when there are discre

Perceptions of durability are contained in the stability of labels used by memb

who or what they believe their organisat

change, so that identity actually is mutable.  The challenge is for the organisati

maintain an apparently enduring identity, which is viewed as essential to long-term su

the other hand, the organization is also expected to possess the ability to a

turbulent environments.  In other words, it must learn how to change and so
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church leaders can see the benefits of branding, but also accept many of the 

recognise that it is possible, in

concerns.  Some 

 fact tempting, to project a more socially acceptable image – a 

false projection.  As one leader said: 

 

eaper to produce glossy 

letter-headings, business cards and now websites which may not be reality.  It can all 

der 50). 

receiver’s 

t adequately 

 undermines 

research (1995), 

ome recognise 

 can result in adaptations to identity and place more emphasis on 

outsiders’ perceptions and needs, rather than foundational values.  The leaders agreed with 

t al’s (2000) view that the created brand could become the identity of the organisation, 

 

e of critical 

to manage it or 

d, “The community will brand the church even if the church doesn’t” 

ties drawing on a 

orm, with multiple 

branding process 

ightforward one.   

 

This paper therefore concludes that based on this research the challenge for researchers is to 

recognise how branding affects organisational identity and for non-profit leaders to use it as a 

tool to develop practical ways to reveal the multifaceted, dynamic and unique nature of their 

organisations.    

 

 

There has never been a time when it has been easier and ch

be nothing more than a sheet of paper, or pixel, deep (Church Lea

 
A false projection such as this can quickly be undermined by the reality of the 

observation and experience.  Other leaders point out that a fixed image does no

express the complexity of church life – to single out some unique characteristics

key foundational values and also stakeholder attitudes.   Supporting Klausen’s 

a ‘super-slick’  image may prove off-putting to a wide range of stakeholders.  S

that discussions about image

Gioia e

rather than acting as an expression. 

 

Summary 
It might therefore be tempting for non-profit organisations, and in this case the local church, to

avoid all discussions concerning branding and to draw support from the wide rang

literature.  However, a non-profit organisation has an identity whether it chooses 

not.   As one leader sai

(Church Leader 69).  Alternatively, non-profits can embrace branding opportuni

wide range of supportive literature.  However, the complexity of the non-profit f

stakeholders and the need to guard key foundational values, means that the 

is not a stra
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Que tions about you and your church 

 
 

s
 
  Please tick 

appropriate 
box or enter 
text 

Q1 hat is your role in your local church?  W

 Senior Pastor  

  Elder 

 D   eacon

 Church Administrator  

 Youth Leader  

 lease specify:  Other, p

   
Q2 ng have you been in this position?  How lo

  year  Up to 1

 1-5 years  

 6- 10 years  

 11-20 years  

 21+ years  

   
Q3 en was your church founded?   Wh
   
Q4 ur church part of a denomination – if so which one?  Is yo
   
Q5 t is the approximate membership of your church?  Wha

 Under 50  

 50-100  

 100-200  

 200-300  

 300-400  

 400+  

   
Q6 In the last few years has membership grown, stayed the same or 

declined? 
 

   
Q7 How many staff are employed by the church?  
   
Q8 How many churches are you aware of in your town/city?  
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Your Church Identity 
 

YES NO   

Q9 Do you have an articulated vision and mission for your local church?   

    

Q10     Do you have a formal strategic/business plan?

    

Q11 nisational values?    Have you articulated a set of core orga

    

Q12 Do you review these values, if so how regularly?   

 
Identity & Understanding 
 
Q1
(ple

3 To what extent do you think your mem know th ISIO f y urch?  
ase circle the number which represents your view) 

a
e

1 2  4 5 6 7 8 
  

10 
To a 
large 
extent 

  bers e V N o our ch

 
To a         
sm
ext

ll 
nt 

 3 9 

 
Q14 To what extent do you think your members know the VALUES of your chu
 

rch? 

 a
a
n

 
1 

 
2

 
 

 
5 

 
6 

 
7 

 
8 

 
10 

To a 
large 
extent 

To
sm
exte

 
ll 
t 

 
 
3 4

 
9 

 
nt do you think your local community is aware of what you stand for? 

 
 a

small 
exte

1 2 3 4 
 
5 

 
6 

 
7 8 

 
9 

 
10 

To a 
large 
extent 

Q15 To what exte

To      

nt 

 

 
Presenting Your Church 
 
Q16 Which of the following do you use? 

 

YES NO 

   i.  Church Logo 

 ii.  Published Church Mission statement – for example, To know 

Jesus better and make Jesus better known 

  

 iii. Advertisements in the local newspaper   

 iv. Church Web-site   

Voluntary Sector Working Paper No 1                                                                      Page number 37                                 



Branding the Local Church  - Graham Dover 

 v.  Church signage on building   

 mail – eg leaflets distributed to local homes advertising   vi. Direct 

Easter services 

 vii.  Other, please specify:   

  
 

17 s ues fac ng   Q  Have you ever undertaken any research on the needs/i
your community either formally or informally? 

s i

    
Q18 Have you combined with other local churches to promote particular 

services? For example, running joint Alpha courses. Please give an 

 

  

example: 

    
Q19 Do you have a budget for advertising/marketing church activities?   

 
Now some questions about the role of brands 
 
The term “brand” may be an alien one.  Whilst there are a variety of definitions
brand as a unique name/symbol or image for an organisation or product/serv
years it is also seen as means of expressing and embodying a series of values.   
 

 most define a 
ice.  In recent 

entially “positions” the organisation to best achieve 
branding is used to differentiate a product to secure 

pportunity to express what the church does 
and that values it holds.   In the recent book “Changing World, Changing Church” Michael 
Moynagh argues that the l r t o ld  order to engage 
with it he sees real opportu s if th ch es itself as d
 
So ng ssible benefits 
 
Q2  you agree with the following statements 
 
 Disagree 

very 
strongly 

Disagree 
y 

Disagree  
a little 

Agree  
a little 

Agree 
strongly 

Agree 
very 
strongly 

Branding is a marketing activity which ess
organisational goals.  In case of business, 
additional profit.  For a church, it is said to offer an o

ocal chu
nitie

ch opera
e local 

es in a c nsumerist wor
 a bran

and in
.  urch se

me reasons for brandi

0 To what extent to

 

 and the po

strongl

i. e battle to 
nto the 
 

ure to 
embrace a market-
orientation in what has 
become a market driven 
environment. 

     We are losing th
bring Jesus Christ i
lives of the unsaved
because of a fail

ii. Churches are fighting to be 
heard in a competitive 
world  - a strong 
identity/brand allows them 
to differentiate themselves 
from competing forces. 
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iii pt to 

ithout compromising the 
uish 

      . Churches can ada
their competitive market 
w
values that disting
them. 

iv 
age that 
lity.  
e 
ant – a 

h brand 
.  V ues 

luted – in 
ecome 

own 

      Branding can be used to 
change a public im
is different from rea
Many people believ
church to be irrelev
strong local churc

thatcould change 
need not be di
fact they could b
clearer and better kn

al

v  a 
entity 

nal 
o grow. 

      A local church with
strong brand/id
presents a professio
image and is likely t

vi d can 
have a unifying effec

o 
l part of 
y serve 

. 

      A local church bran
t 

helping members t
understand and fee
the organisation the
and are served by

  
i. To brand a local chu

really about outr
development – th
is really one o

      
vi rch is 

each and 
e problem 
guage. 

      

f lan
vi nd g 

 to 
alues – it 

y and 
rve 

      ii. The process of bra
allows opportunities
clarify vision and v
challenges apath
finds new ways to se
those that are lost.  

in

ix
on 

anisation is 
 is about.  
uld think 

image will effect the abilit
to minister to those o
the church. 

      . Every organisation emits 
an image – an impressi
of what the org
like and what it
The church sho
about the image it presents 
to outsiders since that 

y 
utside 

 
So ns me possible concer
 
Q2 o you agree with the following statements? 
 
  Disagree 

very 
strongly 

Disagree 
strongly 

Disagree 
a little 

Agree 
a little 

Agree 
strongly 

Agree 
very 
strongly 

1  To what extent d

i. A church which sees itself 
as a brand is no better at 
communicating what the 
organisation does and 
what it stands for than 
those which do not. 
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ii.  brand 
ng 

 an external 
ll 

 with key 

Seeing church as a
puts the focus on meeti
the needs of
world – and that wi
inevitably result in 
presenting a more 
favourable image
values diluted. 

iii d sustains 
tality 

h 
. 

. A church bran
the consumer men
that feeds a churc
shopping mentality

iv s are 
ng is 
 

mething is 
efit.  The 

g 
s more 

 
al and less 

. Marketing technique
not neutral. Marketi
based on theory of
exchange – so
provided for a ben
promotion of marketin
techniques make u
self-interested, more
instrument
altruistic. 

v ster the 
 

ess, justice 
 

ch may be 
an 

re exciting 

A church could ma
art of marketing but
neglect faithfuln
and mercy.  The
successful chur
more entertaining th
edifying and mo
than holy. 

vi proach 
ns 

sumers 
iences.  

elt 
rch 
to 

he product to meet 

A marketing ap
distorts how Christia
view non-believers – 
people become con
and target aud
Consumers have f
needs which resea
discovers in order 
modify t
those needs.   

vi  market 

 over 
d 
t with 

i A focus on a target
the church can exalt 
personal preference
Christian mission an
confuse discernmen
discrimination 
 

vi y puts 
nd 

. 

ii. A branding strateg
the focus on numbers a
technique seeing 
“success” in terms of large 
well-run churches

ix rch requires 
a particular set of 
marketing skills.  Church 
leaders increasing be 
judged on their business 
acumen. 

To brand a chu

x Large churches will survive 
as they will be able to 
spend more on branding 
exercises and offer more 
services 
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xi 
hbours 

Branding breeds 
competition – neig
become rivals who must 
be overcome. 

xi
e it less 

icity is valued 
plexity 

i Making Christianity more 
visual tends to mak
verbal.  Simpl
and conceptual com
is devalued. 

xi s the 
pulation 

d 
s 

ii Branding open
temptation to mani
– ability to identify an
massage the target’
audiences emotions. 

xi randing may 
 better communicate 

to the unchurched but the 
hods shape the 

nity that is 

v Ultimately, b
help to

met
Christia
presented. 

 
And nally ..  fi …
 
Q22 To what extent do you see your church as brand? 

small 
te

1 2 
 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

 
6 

 
7 

 
8 

 
9 

 
10 

To a 
large 
extent 

 
To a   

ex nt 
 
Q23 To what extent do you believe that seeing your church as a bran d benefit or has 

To a 
small 
extent 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

 
6 

 
7 

 
8 

 
9 

 
10 

To a 
large 
extent 

d coul
benefited your church overall? 
 

 
Any other comments you would like to make (ie evidence of beneficial or detrimental 
branding activities): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many thanks for completing this questionnaire.  If you would be willing to develop some of these 
concepts and able to spare some time either by email or face-to-face then please email 
graham@willowcreek.org.uk. Please return in the pre-paid envelope within 2-3 weeks.  On 
completion of the survey, I will send you a summary report of the findings. 
 

*   *   * 
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