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Abstract

This study explores how internal branding affects the levels of engagement with the brand by
HEI students. The research setting for this study was the University of the Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg, (Wits) a leading Commonwealth University in South Africa. Most studies on
internal brand focus on employees and have been conducted in the developed word. This
study focuses on students as the stakeholder and takes place in an emerging market.
Assembling internal branding and student engagement from a theoretical perspective, the
findings run counter to the known theory by showing that students can be engaged and loyal
to the institution without the University having a formal internal branding program. The lack
of internal branding had no impact on academic commitment but has a negative impact on
brand engagement. Some reasons for this are suggested.
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Introduction

Literature on internal branding suggests the internal market as being the interface between an
organization and its stakeholders (Dean et al., 2016). Piehler et al. (2018) suggest the
importance and relevance of brand management focused on internal stakeholders; the inside-
out perspective. Studies of internal branding within higher education institutions (HEIs) have,

1

mailto:rabratt:@gmu.edu


predominantly, been conducted with respect to employees (Judson et al., 2008; King &
Grace, 2008; Löhndorf & Diamantopoulos, 2014; Yu et al., 2018). Our study has significance
in that its focus is on students, giving a wider view of the impact on internal branding. There
is scant research on the influence of internal branding on student engagement within HEIs.
As McAlexander et al. (2006) assert, a university is an institution that offers a wide array of
products and services to an equally wide range of consumers through many outlets and
service providers under the auspices of its brand. One study by Dholakia (2017) did
incorporate academic, administrative staff and students. Studies on internal branding within
HEIs have predominantly been carried out with respect to institutions in more developed
parts of the world. This research contributes to the literature on internal branding within a
developing country, South Africa, and helps fill a gap by focusing on students.

According to Drapi ska (2012), students are, no doubt, the most important university
stakeholders. Students are the most obvious and direct stakeholders in a HEI (Marshall,
2018), and form a unique relationship with their educational institution as they perform
multiple roles; they are consumers of the educational service, are customers through their
monetary transactions with the institution and may go on to support the institution financially
or non-financially after they graduate (Yang et al., 2008). Education is an experiential
service, requiring the active involvement of both the unique service provider (higher
education brand/university) and the consumer (student), with continuous contact between
them and the awarding of a degree to the student as the successful outcome of the service
encounter (Iskhakova et al., 2017; Khanna et al., 2014). As such, students can be viewed as
both consumers and products of education. It is important to recognize students as customers
as that determines the service the university gives them and has a bearing on success in the
competitive higher education marketplace (Bowden, 2011; Guilbault, 2018, 2016).

Branding, a practice no longer exclusive to corporate, for-profit sectors, becomes one of the
strategies used by HEIs to differentiate themselves, to obtain the resources and capital needed
to exist and survive in the increasingly competitive environment, to enhance reputation and to
positively influence the university’s rankings (Dixit & Sharma, 2018; Frandsen et al., 2018;
Langa & Zavale, 2018). It is important to note that corporate branding is not only about
differentiation, but also about belonging. In the university context, the awarding of a degree
offers a life-long membership to the institution, and provides a student with a sense of brand
identification even after the graduation (Dixit & Sharma, 2018).

In order to remain as relevant social institutions, HEIs need to communicate their values to
the public (Papadimitriou & Ramírez, 2018). Furthermore, decreasing state funding,
increasing competition for students and steep competition for research grants require that
HEIs relook the way they portray themselves to various stakeholders (Huisman & Mampaey,
2018). Through branding, HEIs are able to enhance their perceived value and competitive
standing by providing a tool that helps them differentiate their offering and tell a compelling
story to invested stakeholders. The objective of this study is to explore how internal branding
affects the levels of engagement with the brand by HEI students. The study took place at
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg (Wits), in South Africa.

This article continues by placing this research in the context of the literature on social identity
and organizational identification theories, internal branding and student engagement. It then
proceeds with the methodology employed, the findings and discussion, and concludes with
recommendations and suggestions for further research.
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Literature review

The social identity and organisational identification theories

This research draws on social identity, and organizational identification theories. The concept
of social identity consists of those aspects of an individual’s self-image that emanate from the
social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging, with people tending to classify
themselves into various social categories e.g. organizational membership (Tajfel & Turner,
2004). A specific form of social identity is that of organizational identity, where individuals
define themselves in terms of their membership in a particular organization and have a
feeling of belonging and oneness with it – there is a perceived oneness with an organization
and the experience of the organization’s successes and failures as one’s own (Ashforth &
Mael, 1989). Myers et al. (2016) state the overall implications of an individual’s social
identity for the organization with which they develop identification i.e. a development of
organizational identification due to an alignment with the values and mission of the
organization as well as their feelings of similarity and belongingness. Ashforth and Mael
(1989) posit how likely it is that identification with an organization enhances support for, and
commitment to it, with reasonable expectations that identification would be associated with
loyalty to, and pride in, the group and its activities.

Internal branding

Developing the brand from the inside out is particularly important for service organizations
(such as HEIs) which normally face the challenge of developing the brand for an intangible
and complex offering (Judson et al., 2006). It is said that the single most powerful asset of an
organization is its brand equity, with several internal company processes synchronized in
order to create an external manifestation in the form of a brand – the stronger the synergy
between the internal processes, the higher the chance of the brand getting stronger (Khan,
2009). Internal branding is entrenched in the need for meaningful engagement of all
stakeholders, a requirement in creating sustainable futures, which requires a closer than arm’s
length relationship that enables conversations and interactions that can influence company
decisions (Matiatou, 2018). Internal branding also requires in-depth analysis to understand
how organizations build their image internally before selling it externally – the brand must be
meaningful to both the internal and external audience of an organization (Langa & Zavale,
2018).

Internal activities seek to promote the brands inside an organization for the purpose of
ensuring that its internal audiences accept the value that the organization’s brand represents
and transform it into a reality when serving customers (Liu et al., 2015). Therefore, internal
branding or internal brand management, also referred to by some authors as a sub-set of
internal marketing, is a multi-disciplinary, holistic and barrier-breaking practice which
harmonizes bits into a whole and bridges business strategy and its implementation. It is seen
as a key factor to developing, strengthening and maintaining an organization’s brand and
ensuring the business and brand success (Ahmed & Rafiq, 2003; Du Preez et al., 2017;
Mahnert & Torres, 2007; Porricelli et al., 2014; Raj & Jyothi, 2011).

In the university context, internal branding has been defined as a formal program of engaging
internal constituents in a dialogue about the brand-development process resulting in their
willingness to apply the practice of identity-building (Guzmán et al., 2009). Saleem and
Iglesias (2016, p. 50), after an extensive review of the literature and noting various
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definitions that are fragmented, and in some cases, divergent, offered their definition as: “the
process through which organizations make a company-wide effort within a supportive culture
to integrate brand ideologies, leadership, human resource management, internal brand
communications and internal brand communities as a strategy to enable employees to
consistently co-create brand value with multiple stakeholders”

Student engagement

HEIs are facing urgent calls for increasing student success and a high-quality educational
experience (Kinzie & Hurtado, 2017). Student engagement takes many forms and operates on
multiple levels (cognitive, affective and behavioral), both in and out of the classroom
(Groccia, 2018). It is a multidimensional concept that is typically used to refer to students’
degree of involvement, connectedness and commitment to school as well as their motivation
to learn (Rangvid, 2018). It is also used to refer to so many different things that it is difficult
to know what people actually mean by the term – it comes out as being ambiguous (Groccia,
2018). One definition of student engagement is that of a complex multi-dimensional construct
incorporating three aspects, behavioral engagement, affective or emotional engagement and
cognitive engagement (Di Battista et al., 2014; Groccia, 2018; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Nguyen
et al., 2018; Rangvid, 2018).

It is also defined as the time and effort students devote to activities linked to desired
outcomes of undergraduate education with increases in student engagement believed to
contribute to greater student success (Kinzie & Hurtado, 2017); as the attention, curiosity,
interest, optimism, and passion that students exhibit during learning or being taught, as well
as the level of motivation they have to learn and progress in their education (Groccia, 2018);
is that of a relationship in which all parties are actively involved in and stand to gain from the
process of learning and working together (Pittaway, 2016); and as the time and effort students
spend on academic activities and other educationally purposeful activities (Strydom & Loots,
2018).

Student engagement may be looked at from an academic perspective. Academic student
engagement refers to students’ active participation and taking responsibility for their own
learning, and includes the effort they invest in their studies, the time they spend studying, the
degree of interest in their courses and the adoption of good study habits (Almarghani &
Mijatovic, 2017). Dean and Jolly (2012) explicate that student engagement occurs when
students accept a level of identity-based risk and are willing to experience the positive or
negative emotional outcomes associated with learning. Wilkins et al. (2016) also consider
student engagement from an academic perspective, explaining a few key points, for example,
how learning is intertwined with social identification with students arriving at university with
an academic self-concept (perception of their own academic competence); and how student
commitment, achievement and satisfaction are generally interlinked. These three aspects are
akin to student engagement.

Evidence suggests that engagement increases students’ retention, encourages successful
transition, enhances performance, refines curricula, enriches the student and the staff
experience, meets equality objectives, establishes civic engagement, and improves the way
that universities operate (Carey, 2018; Di Battista et al., 2014; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
Furthermore, engaged students demonstrate more effort, feel more positive emotions, and
show more interest in their classrooms compared with their less engaged peers (Di Battista
et al., 2014).
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Methodology

A qualitative approach was used to obtain a first-hand description of student experiences, and
glean insights and understanding from them in a single case study. A case study approach
was felt to be the most appropriate methodological approach. Gummesson (1991) argued that
case studies are able to offer a holistic view of a management issue, and are most appropriate
when examining eclectic areas such as internal branding and student engagement. He also
suggests that it is a useful strategy for studying processes in organizations and for
explanatory/exploratory investigations. A qualitative approach was assumed for this study
since our objectives were to portray, interpret, decipher, and otherwise determine the
meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the
social world (Van Maanen, 1988). The effectiveness of case study research where it has been
explanatory in nature has been made by a number of leading scholars (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Easterby-Smith et al., 2002; Easton, 2003; Gummesson, 1991, 2003, 2005).

The case site for this research was the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in
Johannesburg, South Africa (https://www.wits.ac.za/). This university was selected, based on
convenience (de Heer & Tandoh-Offin, 2015); One of the researchers works at Wits
University and has access to students and also has insights into the university culture which
could be useful during data interpretation (Schmidt & Baumgarth, 2018).

Wits is a public university in South Africa, having been established in 1922. It is ranked 230
globally, and second in South Africa, by the Center for World University Rankings. In 2018
Wits had 38 353 students, 64% of whom are undergraduates, 35% postgraduates and 1%
occasional students; over 4500 staff (25% academic, 75% administrative/non-academic); and
over 160,000 alumni since 1922 (Wits 2018).

The sample population was selected using purposive sampling (Creswell, 2009). After
defining the sample criteria purposefully for students by taking factors such as race, gender,
degree of study, year of study, and whether they live on campus or not, the final respondents
were selected. The sample size consisted of 12 undergraduate and postgraduate students, a
size deemed acceptable in qualitative research (Guest et al., 2006). The Demographic profile
of respondents is shown in Table 1.

A discussion document was used to steer the interviews in order to avoid imposing
preconceptions upon respondents. Although this was used to direct the discussion,
respondents were also requested to expand upon ideas and concepts as they deemed fit
(Chapleo, 2010). Questions at the beginning of the interview were broad and general and as
the interview progressed, questions began telescoping to become more focused. First, in order
to establish the existence of internal branding practices, the following attributes were
explored: Knowledge of the Wits values; knowledge and/or participation in Wits traditions;
the receiving of brand-related training; receiving brand-related information on Wits history,
traditions, vision, mission; the communication content received by students; communication
and feedback by students to Wits; the content and effectiveness of the orientation or First
Year Experience Program; the existence of a postgraduate orientation program; relationship
building with students; and students’ feelings of being valued or appreciated by Wits.
Second, to investigate employee engagement, the following indicators were investigated:
Academic commitment; the Wits experience; satisfaction with the Wits experience;
institutional commitment; volunteerism behaviors toward Wits versus other organizations;
loyalty through maintaining Wits ties; and loyalty through Wits-branded merchandise.
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Table 1. Respondent Profile.
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Initial contact to make the participation request, introduce the topic and provide the
background and purpose of the intended research was through email, telephone or in person.
All respondents were informed of the average time expected for each interview, that is,
between 30 60 minutes. Lastly, permissions for an audio recording were requested. Notes
were also taken during each interview. The qualitative data was then quantified through a
thematic analysis, continually reviewing and merging categories assuring their mutual
exclusivity (Wastyn, 2009). The researchers also consulted internal documents, and the
university’s website in order for triangulation to take place.

Findings

Existence of internal branding practices

Knowledge of the values and knowledge/participation in traditions

All 12 respondents were oblivious of the Wits values, with five offering guesses as to what
the Wits values could be. Suppositions of the Wits values included nondiscriminatory,
welcoming, strive for excellence, integrity equality, conscientious learning, community,
transformation, success and academic leadership. While most of the respondents simply said
“no” to the knowledge of the Wits values, one responded to say ‘I can tell you the values of
the constitution… The only thing I know about Wits (in this context) is that Wits gives you
the edge’, and another said ‘I had no idea Wits had values’. Eight of the 12 students (four are
undergraduates and four postgraduates) knew or participated in Wits traditions, with four of
the respondents having no knowledge of them. Of those who knew the traditions, four of
them credited residence life to knowing or participating in these traditions.

Receiving Brand-related training and Brand-related information

All of the respondents reported receiving no brand-related training during their time at Wits,
with a standard response of “No”. Only three of the respondents, two undergraduates, and
one postgraduate expanded on their responses as follows:

“Maybe in 1st year but nothing impactful that I can recall”.

“No, not even in res and that would be the one place where they would probably tell you”.

“No. I know that Wits gives you the edge”.

Eleven of the respondents, all six undergraduates and five postgraduates, reported that they
had not received any brand-related information from Wits, with one respondent, a
postgraduate student, reporting that they had received some info though from non-official
sources. One of the responses included the following:

“Its first year and then also over the years like it will come from different people also from
either your seniors (senior students) or just lecturers or even some of these…not inaugural
lectures… it will come through the Wits space even through that at least that much comes in”.
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The communication content to students and communication and feedback by students

The communication received by all 12 respondents, predominantly through email, did not
contain brand-related information. Furthermore, six of the respondents, three undergraduates
and three postgraduates, reported how they did not always read their emails. A sample
response was:

“Through emails it will be they have some inaugural lectures; guest lectures or just research
stuff. And then the part where you owe them they will remind you to pay your fees and then if
someone at Wits did well in something like they won something/achieved something then
they also send. It’s mostly emails and those are the kind of things they send. Or if there are
incidents or bad things or security issues and stuff and the rest…”

Five of the respondents, two undergraduates and three postgraduates, indicated feeding back
and communication with Wits through surveys. The other seven respondents, four
undergraduates and three postgraduates, indicated not communicating with Wits, with two of
these undergraduate respondents indicating the perceived futility of such an exercise. Two
responses were:

“I once did a survey. 1st or 2nd year I think. About my experience and how I was finding
Wits. But I and Wits aren’t as close”.

“I do actually. I make a specific point to try to give feedback on appraising courses and how
things work just because I suppose it’s the right thing to do. At the time you can arguably be
heard. And I believe you can…it’s kind of like voting to sort of bypass the bystander effect”.

The content and effectiveness of an orientation program (first year and post-graduate)

Three of the 12 respondents (two of them undergraduates) were not exposed to an orientation
or the First Year Experience program (FYE). The other nine respondents exposed to the
programs found little value in them except for helping find your way around campus; or
found it overwhelming with too much information shared. As such, the FYE or orientation
programs were quite ineffective for all respondents. Sample responses on the FYE or
orientation programs were:

“I wouldn’t say it did. Showed me where the computer labs are. I can’t say it did much for me
I would be lying. There isn’t a significant thing I can point to you and say okay Wits First
year experience did that for me”.

“I wouldn’t say so. I think the programme actually was a bit overwhelming. So I think it is a
great thing to do because it does…like I went on tours and stuff through Wits and it does help
you a little bit. But that first week is going to be overwhelming no matter what. I don’t think
there is anything that Wits could do to better. That was part of orientation week? It did not
particularly help integrate me into Wits at all”.

All six postgraduate student respondents reported Wits as not having a postgraduate
orientation program. Two of their responses were:

“No, nothing like that. And I feel like…I have seen it now being a postgrad for some time it’s
absolutely necessary especially in terms of research. Telling masters students once you are
starting out what is required”.
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“Yes, our department we did. It was different from other years but we still had an induction of
what it means to be there and some expectations even things as simple as writing CVs we also
had to equip us for when we were looking for work so that was also good”.

Relationship building with students

Only two respondents, both undergraduate students, reported some sort of relationship
building efforts, though they credited those to residence life. The remaining 10 respondents
reported no relationship building efforts at all by Wits University.

Two of their responses were:

“Outside of res I think it’s mostly with our tutors and our lecturers. Like our maths tutors I
think they are postgraduate students they get to us on a personal basis like teaching us in class
they actually give us their numbers and communicate with us if we ever have a problem we
contact them directly. So it goes beyond academics. And also some of the lecturers they
communicate with us via email about exams or stuff on like”.

“No, I don’t think it’s there. I also don’t personally know a lot of people outside let’s say my
school then my faculty then it’s everyone is just sort of doing their own thing I think. As far
as management, no. There isn’t a lot of reaching out to at that level unless you are in trouble
or you are doing well. Yes those are the only times you hear from some of these people”.

Nine of the respondents, five undergraduates and four postgraduates, did not feel valued or
appreciated by Wits. Furthermore, three of these respondents, one an undergraduate and two
at postgraduate level, indicated that they were not expecting to be valued or appreciated by
Wits. Four of the respondents – two undergraduates and two postgraduates, brought up the
issue of there being many people at Wits University which would make them feel valued or
appreciated improbable. The remaining three students, one undergraduate and two
postgraduates, felt some sort of value or appreciation of them by Wits.

Two of the responses were:

“I don’t really think so. Because there’s many students here as well you don’t actually feel
important or valued from the rest of them. You don’t feel like you are any more important
than or you are valued more than the others”.

“When I was doing well I felt very much valued and then… I think funding was more
accessible, like I said first year I was a research assistant and I primarily got that because I
was doing well. They were like you know what we can’t let you go so let’s give you some
funds.”

The level of student engagement

Academic commitment

With the exception of one undergraduate student who has a low commitment level to their
studies, the other 11 respondents showed a very high commitment level. Two responses were:

“Very committed. I spend a minimum of 8 hours a day working”.
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“I am very committed - that’s the only thing I have. Mostly I get to school, study and go. I am
there to study, learn and go. Most of the time I am in the library”.

Overall, there is a high level of academic commitment by the students, both undergraduate
and postgraduate, with one (an undergraduate student) who has low academic commitment
based on the wrong program choice.

The Wits experience by students

The Wits experience was analyzed through a summary of the overall Wits experience, which
included a variety of experiences. Nine of the respondents, five postgraduates and four
undergraduates, reported a good Wits experience overall, with three respondents (two
undergraduates and one postgraduate) reporting a fair experience.

Academically, all respondents reported a challenging and/or stressful experience. Regarding
the social experience, five respondents reported a good social experience. Four of the
respondents were residence students, three of whom are undergraduates and credited the good
social experience to residence life, further listing a mix of positives associated with residence
life, with the fourth respondent, a postgraduate student, reporting a good social life through
friends. The non-residence student, a postgraduate, credited a good social experience to Wits’
proximity to Braamfontein, an area with good entertainment and restaurants. The remaining
seven respondents who are nonresident students, three undergraduates and four
postgraduates, reported a lack of a social life.

The majority of respondents, five undergraduates and four postgraduates, explained that they
were part of a club, sport or society, with one undergraduate and two postgraduates stating
that they were not. Five respondents reported high school to varsity transition challenges –
two undergraduates and three postgraduates. These transition challenges included a more
challenging academic life, the sheer number of people at the university or trying to strike a
balance while in first year.

The issue of departmental silos came out as a negative regarding the Wits experience, with
two respondents, both of them postgraduates, making note of this. One said “But it doesn’t
happen often enough to see what other faculties are doing - you kind of stick to your own
faculty and there is no real coalition with anyone else”, while another expressed “There is a
lot of high walls of people sticking to their own. For example, we don’t know what is
happening in mining engineering, yet we should be working closely together”.

Another key finding was of how the Wits experience at first year showed respondents a
different picture of who they thought they were – akin to being “humbled” by the experience,
for example, not feeling special or not feeling as smart as they thought they were. Seven of
the respondents, four in undergraduate and three postgraduates, had a view regarding this
aspect of “being humbled” by Wits University.

Regarding the overall Wits experience, nine respondents, four undergraduates and five
postgraduates reported a good experience, with three respondents, two undergraduates and
one postgraduate, reporting a fair/middle ground experience rating. There were no reports of
an overall bad experience by any of the student respondents.
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One student said:

“Varsity not easy like high school, a lot more to do and more academically challenging. Wits
will show you that there is stuff out there more powerful than you. You don’t feel more
important or more valued than the others. No free time when studying engineering. No time to
be part of any social clubs or societies because of school and socialising with friends. There is
a lot of academic work to be done in a short time. Social experience through res life and
friends. Academic help, social events, assistance during exams for stress relief and relaxation
through res life. Overall experience was good. I have definitely enjoyed it”.

Satisfaction with the experience

The overall satisfaction ratings were generally positive. Nine respondents, five of them
undergraduates and four of them postgraduates indicated that they were satisfied or highly
satisfied, while the remaining three respondents – one undergraduate and two postgraduates,
scoring their satisfaction as fair. One of the prevailing reasons for satisfaction with the Wits
experience was that of growth and independence while at the institution, with eight
respondents, five of them undergraduates and three postgraduates, noting this.

Two respondents said:

“I’m happy with it. You face a lot more challenges and new challenges and being able to
overcome that makes you feel good about yourself”.

“Mixed – yes for academic preparation and excellence; no for admin issues (financial aid
office). Wits has made me grow up - it is where I grew from a teenager to a young adult and
dealt with life’s issues”.

Institutional commitment

Eight respondents, five undergraduates and three postgraduates, are not committed to the
institution, with four respondents, one undergraduate and three postgraduates being
committed. Furthermore, those not committed to the institution explained their commitment
as being toward their school or res, or to the ultimate goal of getting their degree.

A sample of the responses were:

“To Wits as in to the university? Yes. Or to just getting my degree? To the university. I think
quite committed too. I came here for a degree and I am not going to leave without it”.

“6/10. Once again res life that had a huge impact on my commitment to Wits and the
programme and the people and just helping other people predominantly first years”.

Volunteerism behaviors toward wits versus other organizations

Regarding volunteerism behaviors, it was a 50/50 split between those who volunteer at Wits
and those who do not. It was another 50/50 split in terms of the undergraduate/postgraduate
mix of those who volunteer or do not. One of the respondents, a postgraduate student,
indicated that they were not aware of any volunteerism opportunities at Wits. When it comes
to volunteering outside of Wits, three undergraduates and four postgraduates, indicated that
they do, five respondents indicating that they do not.
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Loyalty through maintaining ties

Eleven of the 12 respondents indicated their loyalty to Wits through a willingness to maintain
ties with the institution in one way or the other, with one respondent, a postgraduate student,
indicating that it was time to leave. One respondent – an undergraduate student would like to
maintain ties but feels it is time for change of scenery when the time comes to do a Master’s
degree.

Respondent responses were:

“No, I don’t have any. To make me leave would have to be something personal to me like the
equity issue because like the political situation is what I came here for l wouldn’t study
politics anywhere else. I don’t think like any family situations or stuff I would drop my
studies for; if my parents were leaving the country I would just say bye”.

“I am interested in academia so I think this year I have enjoyed so many aspects well
obviously not all aspects but a lot of aspects of academia. So I can see myself returning and
becoming a lecturer here but it is obviously dependant because I haven’t really experienced
corporate. It’s dependant on my experience next year”.

Loyalty through branded merchandise

Eight of the respondents, a 50/50 split between undergraduate and postgraduate students,
wear Wits branded merchandise. Two of the respondents mentioned the expensive nature of
the merchandise in the Wits Shop. The remaining four do not – two of them are not averse to
the idea of wearing Wits branded merchandise but the other two would rather not wear it.
Responses include the following:

“I have only got my student card. Only this year for the first time I have bought the law
school jacket. I think that it’s expensive …its more for people who are employed so because
the prices are not exactly suitable to students if that makes sense”.

“Yes I do wear my Wits jersey only when I go to school because outside people ask you
questions which I am not in the mood to answer most of the time. So I know at least when I
am close to Wits everybody knows I am going to school or yes I am studying.”

Discussion

The findings show that there is a lack of a formal internal branding program but this does not
impact negatively on academic engagement of the students. Eleven out of the 12 student
participants exhibited these traits related to academic engagement, with one undergraduate
student suggesting that he did not enjoy their program of choice, a factor which added to the
academic struggles and challenges and the low rating toward academic commitment.
However, overall, the majority of the students exhibited a very high level of academic
commitment as per the standard definitions. (Almarghani & Mijatovic, 2017; Kinzie &
Hurtado, 2017).

Overall, the majority of students reported a good experience. There were no overall negative
ratings of the Wits experience. Shah and Richardson (2016) make clear the student
experience as being an enriched learning one which includes the student’s transition from
school to university, campus life, engagement with staff, interaction with other students and
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extracurricular activities. These aspects were apparent in the descriptions of the student
experience by the respondents.

The study results indicated a stark absence of relationship building efforts with the students,
attributed to the absence of internal branding practices. The literature suggests the importance
of relationships and dialogue with students (Guilbault, 2016; Guzmán et al., 2009). Although
some aspects of brand engagement were negative in light of the absence of internal branding
practices, the results for some of the aspects were still positive. For example, all students, bar
one, indicated their loyalty to Wits through a willingness to maintain ties with the institution
in one way or the other. The results of this study are contrary to those by Bowden (2011) who
found that student loyalty was most strongly determined by psychological attachment and a
sense of belonging to the brand. In particular, the study results show that loyalty was not
affected by a sense of belonging because seven of the eight students who showed no sense of
belonging to Wits still showed loyalty toward it. Wearing branded merchandise, or displaying
is a sign of loyalty. However, only eight of the 12 respondents showed loyalty through
branded wear, giving mixed results in terms of brand engagement.

The study findings indicated differences for undergraduate and postgraduate students. The
findings show that a lack of internal branding may have a negative impact on brand
engagement by mostly undergraduate students, with five out of six showing no institutional
commitment or a sense of belonging to Wits. However, results for postgraduate students
showed that the majority – four out of six - showed both a high sense of institutional
commitment and sense of belonging to Wits. Brand engagement by students, particularly
undergraduate students, may be low because of a reported low sense of belonging to the
institution. Tinto (2017) elucidates how development of a sense of academic and social
belonging early on in first year has positive spin-offs on other forms of engagement.
Therefore, a low sense of belonging could explain the lack of engagement by the students
(particularly undergraduates). The differing results between postgraduate and undergraduate
students could be that postgraduates, by virtue of having selected to study at the institution
would be less likely to have a lowered sense of belonging as undergraduates would and
thereby likely to have a more positive attitude regarding the institution.

The students seem to be engaged in some aspects, for example, in academics and loyalty,
while engaging negatively in other parts, for example in institutional commitment – a student
engagement complexity mentioned by Groccia (2018). According to Groccia (2018), it is
quite possible for one to be positively engaged along one or more dimensions, but negatively
engaged along others.

Drapi ska (2012) posits that a university should endeavor to reduce the sense of alienation
and disorientation of new students as well as facilitating student interactions in order to
generate positive emotions and raise satisfaction levels. Drapi ska (2012) goes on to assert
that the level of student integration into the university and involvement in its life affects the
quality of the student-university relationship. Further, Bowden (2011) states strong and
engaging relationships in the higher-education industry seem to be driven more by the quality
of psychological and emotional bonds. These assertions apply to the majority of the
undergraduate student respondents – the lack of a sense of belonging to the institution could
be attributed to weak emotional bonds and to a failure by the University to reduce
undergraduate students’ sense of alienation and disorientation. Our study results showed that
there was either no FYE program or it was ineffective at best, which could have also
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contributed to the lack of a sense of belonging, especially by undergraduate students for
which the FYE program is intended to benefit.

The study by Wilkins et al. (2016) supported the hypothesis that organizational identification
influences the attitudes and behavior of higher education students. Their study results align
with our study results since the low organizational identification especially by undergraduate
students seemed to influence their attitude toward the university, with some negative or
mixed attitudes being exhibited.

Conclusions

The study concluded that there were no formal internal branding practices in existence. This
had no influence on academic engagement of the students, and hardly any impact on their
willingness to maintain ties with the institution. However, there is a negative impact on brand
engagement, predominantly for undergraduate students, possibly due to the lack of a sense of
belonging or organizational identification, again exhibited more in undergraduate rather than
postgraduate students. In addition, social identification is related mostly to friends, or their
residence, by undergraduate students, or the school and faculty by postgraduate students, and
not to the institution. Lastly, social exchange based on reciprocity also had an impact on
brand engagement, as observed in some negative or mixed attitudes exhibited toward the
institution and how they correspond with low institutional commitment. Postgraduate
students show a more positive attitude toward the university than undergraduate students who
gravitated toward being negative, though the reciprocal nature of the relationship prevented
attitudes from being overly negative.

Although student engagement is unaffected by the absence of an internal branding program,
the depressed brand engagement levels by Wits students, particularly undergraduate students,
should be worrying to university management. The relationship between students and their
university ought to be developed from the time they enroll in first year and nurtured until they
graduate. A positive student experience is highlighted in the literature as a significant
antecedent to engagement, to the development and strengthening of organizational identity,
and to the development of loyalty and positive attitudes toward the HEIs. Student
engagement, through the student experience, which ultimately leads to brand engagement,
would therefore be possible through the implementation of well-structured internal branding
strategies and activities that lead to strong relationships between the university and students.
Done correctly, further down the line as alumni, engaged students would likely be willing to
be involved with their alma mater.

Recommendations for university management

For students, especially, undergraduates, the recommendation is that they be exposed to an
excellent student experience. High school to university transition challenges, including the
reduction of their sense of alienation is to have a sustained program to ease students into
university life. In order to enhance the experience for non-residence students, a program
similar to that experienced in residences is recommended. Furthermore there should be a
more structured First Year Experience program that is part of the curriculum, based on the
fact that the majority of the students found the current program ineffective. A positive student
experience would be possible through the implementation of robust internal branding
strategies and activities.
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For postgraduates, an orientation program which is all-encompassing for all postgraduates
and not just at school or faculty level is recommended. Generally, the assumption seems to be
that postgraduates originate from that particular institution but the reality is that some
postgraduates also originate from a different institution. As such, a program akin to the First
Year Experience for undergraduates would be highly recommended for postgraduate
students. This would be an opportune time to induct postgraduates into a different level of
university life, to orientate those that are from other institutions and to start brand-related
communications and activities important in building identification and eventually, brand
engagement.

Limitations and future research

A study of this nature has some limitations. Although case study research may be
generalizable, our findings should be used to formulate propositions or hypotheses for further
research. Our case site, the University of the Witwatersrand, is a typical Commonwealth
university, and studies could be conducted in other Commonwealth universities in both
developing and developed countries. Our study was explanatory, so further research using
quantitative techniques may reveal further insights into internal branding and student
engagement.
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