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Abstract

Purpose of this paper: This paper aims to provide an insight into the dominant arguments in generic corporate
identity literature — and offers evidence of the presence of generic corporate identity in professional services
industry.

Design/method/approach: Existing literature on generic corporate identity is reviewed leading towards the
development of three conceptual perspectives of generic corporate identity, namely active, passive and
parenthetic. The weakness of existing theoretical literatures (in relation to their inability to explicate how generic
corporate identity develops) is highlighted. Consequently, a new process model grounded on the notion of
institutional isomorphism is presented to fill this gap. A semiotic deconstruction of corporate identity statements
in annual report and accounts of the big four professional services firms in the United States is presented to
provide evidence of the presence and emergence of generic corporate identity in professional services firms.

Findings: A number of findings emerged in this study. First are three pedagogical themes of generic corporate
identity. Second is a four stage generic identity development process model, which explicates how generic
corporate identity emerges. Third, a semiotic deconstruction of some sections of annual report and accounts of
the big four professional services firms in the United States supports the presence and emergence of generic
corporate identity in professional services firms.

Theoretical implication: The introduction of a generic corporate identity process model in this study clarifies
how generic corporate identity evolves. This clarification aids the understanding of the development process of
generic corporate identity, which until date remains vague, fuzzy and unclear. In addition, the semiotic
deconstruction of texts, which gives insight into the presence of generic corporate identity in Professional
Services Firms (PSF), takes the argument in marketing literature a step further. Specifically, the outcome of the
deconstruction of texts indicates that the problem of generic corporate identity is not a banking problem alone
but a professional services issue as well. The study adds to existing knowledge on the theory of generic corporate
identity and contributes towards an understanding of corporate identity theory in general.

Practical implications: Insights into the elements that influence the development of a generic corporate identity
imply that managers can map out plans that enable firms or clients to challenge or avoid the acquisition of
generic corporate identities. By circumventing the development of generic corporate identity, firms develop
distinct corporate identities, which position them competitively in the business environment.

Limitation of study and future research direction: The empirical evidence presented in this study merely
supports the presence of generic corporate identity in professional services firms. The study does not address this
issue in other service industries such as tourism, hospitality, information technology. The inability to pursue this
study in these industries presents an opportunity for future research.

Originality and value of paper: The review of literature indicates that existing studies on corporate identity has
focused mainly of the factors that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity without a detailed
explanation how this concept emerged. This paper makes a departure from extant theory and adds an original
contribution to existing literature by providing a theoretical analysis, which gives an insight into the stage by
stage processes that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity.
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1. Introduction

The concept of generic corporate identity is generally accepted as a phenomenon reflective of a strong
homogeneity (Otubanjo, 2008; He and Balmer, 2005) dominating an industry, sector or industry group (Morison,
1997; Howcroft and Lavis 1986). It is indicative of a collective business culture and similar business behaviour
(Olins, 1978; Balmer and Wilkinson, 1991; Wilkinson and Balmer, 1996) expressed unconsciously by firms
within a specific industry. Thus, it is a common rather than specific characteristic dominating the business
activities of firms within an industry (He and Balmer, 2005).

The development of a generic corporate identity has been endorsed and recognised as one of the important
subjects at the heart of corporate identity literature (He and Balmer, 2005; Balmer and Wilkinson, 1991;
Howcroft and Lavis, 1986; Olins, 1978; Balmer and Greyser, 2003). In fact, the notion of generic corporate
identity is considered to be one of the most challenging problems facing academics and practitioners (Balmer
and Wilkinson, 1991). Thus, it has continued to engage and draw the attention of authors.

While several attempts have been made to explicate the concept (see the works of He and Balmer, 2005; Balmer
and Wilkinson 1991; Balmer and Wilkinson, 1996) and the factors that trigger it in the banking industry, the
processes through which this concept evolves have been unduly ignored and disregarded. In addition, it appears
that marketing literature (He and Balmer, 2005; Morison, 1997; Howcroft and Lavis 1986; Balmer and
Wilkinson, 1991; Wilkinson and Balmer, 1996) have for some time associated the notion of generic corporate
identity to banks alone. However it appears that this may not truly the case. Evidence is emerging that it is
equally a professional service issue.

The author makes an attempt to address these gaps by drawing upon DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) influential
institutional theory of mimetic, coercive and normative isomorphism to develop a process model. This model
demonstrates how generic corporate identity evolves. In addition, the study provides evidence to demonstrate the
presence of generic corporate identity in Professional Services Firms (FSF).

The development of a generic corporate identity process model is valuable and important for a number of
reasons. First, it provides a detailed and comprehensive insight into the procedural and/or stage by stage
processes, factors and structures, which trigger the development of a generic corporate identity. Second, an
understanding of the fuzzy and unclear procedural (stage by stage) factors and characteristics that activate the
development of this concept imply that managers responsible for corporate identity can map out plans that
enable firms or clients to challenge or combat these factors each step of the way. By circumventing the
development of generic corporate identity (each step of the way), firms can attempt to develop distinct corporate
identities, which position them competitively in the business environment. Third, the development of this model
is important because it furthers the understanding of the theory of corporate identity and adds to the development
of the concept of corporate identity literature in general.

In order to fully address the objective set in this study, this paper has been divided in five dominant sections —
and this section constitutes the first. The paper continues in section two with a review of existing works on the
concept of generic corporate identity. This is followed by a semiotic analysis of corporate identity statements
appearing in the annual report of account of the big four professional services firms in section three. This section
ends with a review of the weaknesses found in the generic corporate identity literature. In the fourth section, a
four stage process model grounded on DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) mimetic, coercive and normative
isomorphic institutional theory is advanced. A discussion highlighting the findings from this study is presented
and the study is concluded in section five.

2. Nature of Generic Corporate Identity in Literature: Three Theoretical Perspectives

The review of literature indicates that the concept of generic corporate identity have been constructed actively,
passively and parenthetically. Actively constructed discourse focus on key arguments in works that are devoted
primarily to the concept of generic corporate identity. Works drawn together under actively constructed
discourse approach the notion of generic corporate identity thoroughly, painstakingly and comprehensively.
Passively constructed discourse address studies that are not devoted primarily to the concept of generic corporate
identity but nevertheless provide a useful, significant and considerable insight into the understanding of the
concept of generic corporate identity. Under parenthetically constructed discourse, theoretical literatures that
briefly highlight the nature of generic corporate identity in-passing or incidentally are drawn together.
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Actively constructed discourse: The notion of generic corporate identity has attracted the attention of a handful
of authors who in their works (Wilkinson and Balmer, 1996; Morison, 1997; Harris, 2002; He and Balmer, 2005)
constructed this concept thoroughly, comprehensively and painstakingly. Chronologically, Wilkinson and
Balmer’s (1996) paper provides one of the pioneering works devoted primarily to generic corporate identity.
They argued that the development of generic corporate identity in the British banking industry have been
brought about by the British virtues of security, reliability and innate conservativism reinforced by qualitative
and quantitative monetary policies by the Bank of England. Although, there are further claims in Wilkinson and
Balmer’s (1996) work that generic corporate identity has also developed in the British banking industry owing to
limited degree of price and product competition and similar growth rates, it is however not clear from Wilkinson
and Balmer’s (1996) study whether these commonalities in Britain were provoked by a variety of British
monetary and financial policy guidelines. Importantly however, Wilkinson and Balmer’s (1996) argument is
empirically grounded on a study of the British Building Society, which supports the claim of the pre-eminence of
generic corporate identity in the British banking industry.

The dominance of generic corporate identity in the British banking industry is also highlighted in Morison’s
(1997) thesis. Drawing from a case of Midland Bank (Now HSBC), Morison (1997) argued that the generic
nature of corporate identity in the British banking industry manifests through the adoption of a monolithic
identity system, which allows major operators of this industry to pursue a variety of business activities in the
name of their parent banks. Morison’s (1997) thesis traces the failure of the banks to develop a pluralist
corporate identity to three important issues. First is a similarity in the banks’ corporate history with reference to
how these banks developed, grew and expanded over time. Second is the nature of banking business, which
forces British banks and financial institutions to jettison separate identities of other businesses acquired; and
third is the regulatory business environment in which banks pursue their businesses.

Eight years after Morison (1997) drew attention to the efforts by banks to break the generic corporate identity
that dominated the British banking industry, He and Balmer (2005) also confirmed the subsistence of this mould.
They argued that the survival of this phenomenon in recent times is due largely to the continued survival of the
same antecedents (i.e. historical legacy; industry regulation etc) that brought this phenomenon to life in the first
place. This argument has also been confirmed by Harris (2002), who confirmed the ascendancy of similar
causative industry characteristics.

Passively constructed discourse: Several studies, which though were not primarily devoted to the notion of
generic corporate identity, also highlighted some of the factors that triggered the development of a monolithic or
generic corporate identity structures. For instance Olins’s (1978) work, which focused mainly on corporate
personality (in part) highlighted the dominance of the generic corporate identity structure in the British financial
industry. Olins (1978) argued that operatives of the British Building Society were similar in their corporate or
business behaviour and it was in fact difficult (if not impossible) to tell or differentiate one British Building
Society operative from the bother.

Balmer and Stotvig’s (1997) paper, which is also devoted in part to the notion of generic corporate identity
furthered Olins (1978) argument on the pre-eminence of generic corporate identity by drawing attention to the
existence of two categories of generic private bank identities (i.e. 1-arrivisties; 2-traditionalists) in the British
banking industry. As Balmer and Stotvig (1997) observed, the British banking industry is dominated by the
prevalence of private financial institutions acquired by high street retail banks, and who to some degree have
maintained a part of what constitutes the identities of their original institution. The traditionalists represent a
handful of private banks established between the 1600s and the early 1900s. The arrivisties however are those
financial institutions established in recent times. Drawing from a case study of privately owned banks, Balmer
and Stotvig (1997) makes the point that generic private bank identities (i.e. arrivisties or traditionalists) emerged
from a myriad of common characteristics in relation to their business and corporate history, ownership,
promotional strategy and service quality.

Parenthetically constructed discourse: this aspect of generic corporate identity discourse draws together
theories (highlighted or mentioned in passing) in the course of the pursuit of other issues. Importantly, the works
of Professor John Balmer and Prof. T.C. Melewar (Baker and Balmer, 1997; Melewar and Jenkins, 2002) both of
Brunel Business School, Brunel University London, have again featured prominently in this regard. For instance,
while addressing issues about the initiation and development of a corporate visual identity programme for a
leading British university, Baker and Balmer (1997) highlighted the peculiarity of the problem of generic
corporate identity, not just to British banking industry but to firms operating in oil and air transport industries
and the British education industry (Melewar and Akel, 2005). This position has been tacitly supported by
Melewar and Jenkins (2002); Melewar and Wooldridge (2001) and Melewar (2003). Similarly, a study on the
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meaning, management and measurement of the concept of corporate identity led van Riel and Balmer (1997) to
call for further studies that would better explicate the notion of generic corporate identity.

3. Evidence of a Generic Corporate Identity in Professional Services Firms (PSF)

The review of theoretical literature (towards the end of the last paragraph) signifies the prevalence of the concept
of generic corporate identity in other industries other than banking. In fact, attention has been drawn by some
management authors (see Leowendahl, 2005; Empson, 2001) to the pre-eminence of this concept in other
important business sectors such as the Professional Services Firms (PSF). Under this paragraph, the author
strengthens this anecdotal position by deconstructing texts containing the corporate identities of the four biggest
PSFs in the world (Ernst & Young; PricewaterhouseCoopers; Deloitte and KPMG (Forbes, 2007) as a way of
providing empirical evidence of the pre-eminence of generic corporate within this sector.

3.1 The Deconstruction of Corporate Texts

Texts culled from the annual report of accounts of the four biggest PSFs (i.e. 1-Ermnst & Young;
2-PricewaterhouseCoopers; 3-Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and 4-KPMG) dominating the world’s professional
services industry (see Forbes, 2007) are drawn and deconstructed semiotically following Barthes (1967; 1973,
1988) influential (Phillips and Brown, 1993) study on semiotic method. Professional services industry is drawn
because it is one of the least studied areas in business, yet it contributes significantly to the global economy
(Lewendahl, 2005). The four biggest professional services firms in the US are employed because they dominate
business activities in this sector (Forbes, 2007) and also because they are the most experienced and most
diversified professional services firms in the US. The use of corporate identity texts, which appear in annual
general report of the firms under investigation, is hinged on their ability to provide a comprehensive insight into
the homogeneous characteristics that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity. Similarly, corporate
identity texts published in the 2007 business year of the four biggest professional firms was deconstructed
because they provide an updated/latest version of a variety of characteristics that constitute the corporate identity
of these firms.

The use of semiotic method is founded on its capacity to deconstruct and provide deeper insight into corporate
level messages being expressed in a text. It is also adopted in this study with the hindsight of its ability to
interpret signs most especially words (Eco, 1976; Chandler, 2007). In addition, semiotics was deemed
appropriate because it is generally useful in dissecting and examining cultural codes sensitively to unearth
interpretational subtleties (Merris, 2001; Leiss et al., 1986) as well as messages constructed in texts.

1. Signifier 2. Signified
Language 3. Sign
I SIGNIFIER
MYTH IT SIGNIFIED

I1I SIGN

Figure 1. Connotation
Source: Barthes, 1972b, p. 114

The semiotic method of analysis evolves from de Saussure’s (1916) work, which advocates the use of language
as a system of sign (Hall, 1999; Mick, 1986) but controlled by a larger body of knowledge called semiology
(Mick, 1986) or semiotic analysis. The semiotic method based on de Saussure’s philosophy can be condensed
into three stage processes namely denotation, connotation and myth (Barthes, 1967; 1973, 1988). The denotation
stage gives a formal description of the advertisement and its paradigm. Connotation brings together the signifier
and signified (de Saussure, 1916) and converts it to a signifier and attaches this to an additional signified (see
Figure 1). The myth stage present an ideology based on the integration of the denotations and connotations
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stages of the deconstructive process. In the following paragraphs the author deconstructs four texts culled from

the annual report of the four biggest PSFs via semiotic method.

3.1.1 Denotation Stage

Ernst & Young: This electronic text, containing four paragraphs is printed in black ink on a white background
with EYGothicCondMedPS character and 14 point font size. This text, which has been constructed without a
headline, is syndicated in the first page of Ernst & Young’s 2007 annual report of account. This text, which
presents a discourse of issues relating to Ernst & Young’s identity (i.e. who it is, what it is, what it does, the

nature of its business, how it carries out its business), is presented in Table 1 below:

Table 1. Corporate identity profile

Corporate identity profile, Ernst & Young

Every person in theworld has potential. As
does every company and every community.

A person’s ability to achieve their potential is
impacted by their surroundings and by access
to quality education. For companies, market
conditions, internal controls and governance
play a key part. For communities, itis in the way
they balance the opportunities and challenges
they face.

At Emst &Young, we are in the business of
delivering seamless, consistent, high-quality
professional services worldwide. We have
130,000women and menwho possess a
wide array of talents, and who deliver these
services every day.

What brings our 130,000unique individuals
together is a belief that every person, company
and community needs help to achieve their
potential, and we strive to use our talents to
make a difference — areal difference — for
those people, clients and communities.

Source: Ernst & Young (2007, p. 1)

KPMG: This is a short (two column) electronic text (of five paragraphs) printed in white ink on a blue
background with Univers LT Std 55 character and 10 point font size. This text, entitled “Who We Are”, is
syndicated in page four of KPMG’s 2007 annual review and statement of accounts. The full text of this
document, which highlights the key elements of KPMG’s corporate identity, is presented in the paragraph below:

Table 2. Corporate identity profile

Corporate identity profile, KPMG

Who We Are

The 123,000 people within KPMG
member firms worldwide provide a
range of professional services that
help clients to meet challenges and
respond to opportunities.

We provide Audit, Tax, and Advisory
services, delivering a globally consis
tent set of multidisciplinary financial
and accounting skills and capabilities
based on deep industry knowledge.

Global capability and consistency are
central to the way we work. By provid
ing global organizations with the same
quality of service and behavior around
the world, we can work with them
wherever they choose to operate.

Our focus on global industries helps
KPMG people to develop a rich
understanding of clients’ businesses
and the insight, skills, and resources
required to address industry-specific
issues and opportunities.

Our history spans three centuries
and features a number of high-profile
mergers, leading to the merger of
Peat Marwick International and
Klynveld Main Goerdeler, and their
individual member firms, in 1987
Today, KPMG is a truly global
organization, with operations in
more than 145 territories.

Source: KPMG (2007, p.4)
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Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu: This four paragraph electronic text entitled “Living the brand” is printed with a
white background. It appears on page 41 of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s annual review and report of accounts —
and discusses the key elements of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s corporate identity. The full text in this document
is divided into two segments (i.e. 1-intro and 2-main body copy). The text begins with an intro. The intro is
printed in a light blue Frutiger-45Light character with 15 point font size. The intro highlights some of the key
roles of corporate brand within Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s business operations. The main body copy (printed in
a light blue Frutiger-45Light character with 10 point font size) furthers the discourse under the intro by making
reference to its human capital, distinctive features and how a combination of these unique corporate
characteristics distinguishes Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu from other management consulting firms with similar
business inclinations.

Table 3. Corporate identity profile

Corporate identity profile, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu

Living the brand

A vibrant and compelling brand is essential to the strength and
success of the Deloitte organization and helps to move the
organizarion closer to becoming the standard of excellence. Bur it is
brand in a special sense. “Brand, for Deloitte, is not a commercial
instrument,” says Ludo De Keulenaer, DTT Managing Partner,
Brand. “It’s not abour our ‘producr,’ or even whar Deloirre does. It's
aboutr who we are and whar we stand for.”

For Delortte membar firms the brand expesses the netwark s unigue Ethics and sustanabity are ssues of increasing importance

value proposTion. It s the dstnctve axpanance that comes from Throughout the Deloitta network. Thay ars refiactad in how membar
Daing senved by The organzation’s peopis, the commitmant 1o sanice  firmes senve clants, Row Thay run Thair own Organzations, and what
and integrity those pecple embody, and the trust and respect they role they seek to play in the communities to which they belong. As De
collactvaly ganarate amaong investors, in the capital markets, and in Kaulanasr puts it: “The Deloitte network 15 an astonishing stomhouse
their communities. Bahind it all fes a tradition of qualty, of talent and axpertse. Mobizing this talent to make the

ndependence, and excelence, reflected in the Defotte Shared Values,  emvironment—and indesd the world—a better placs (s a basc
responsbility. This is. the Deloitte brand.”

“It's not for nothing, * says De Keulenaer, “that Deloitte places so

much emphasis on its people. The people of Deloitte carry the brand,

and it is ther actons and interactions—across everything they do—

that defver the Delotte brand eperence ” Developing the capabities

and potential of the Deloitte arganzation’s neary 150,000 peopis s

themfors ssen as integral to bulding the brand. “its a perfect

symibicsis: the energy and creatity of the Daioitte paople dive the

Business and the brand, whis the unparaleled breadth and dversity

of the netwark aliow them to pursee carsers of extracrdinary richness

and varisty. ft's why memiser firms Fsten with such care to ther

people’s sprations and prionties. We've seen this, aspecilly, in the

ama of ethics and sustanabiity. Its very important to Deboitts

people—andso, of course, to our brand.”

Source: Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu (2007, p. 41)

PricewaterhouseCoopers: This is an electronic text printed in white ink on a light blue background with
HelveticaNeue-Roman character and 18 point font size. This text, which has been constructed without a headline,
is syndicated in page two of PricewaterhouseCoopers’s annual report of account of 2007. This text, provides a
brief analysis of PricewaterhouseCoopers’s identity with emphasis on what it does; staff strength; the nature of
its business and its location. This text is presented in Table 4:

Table 4. Corporate identity profile

Corporate identity profile, PricewaterhouseCoopers

PricewaterhouseCoopers provides
industry-focused assurance, tax and
advisory services to build public trust
and enhance value for its clients and
their stakeholders. More than 146,000

people in 150 countries across our
network share their thinking, experience
and solutions to develop fresh
perspectives and practical advice.

Source: PricewaterhouseCoopers (2007, p. 2)
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3.1.2 Connotation Stage

Ernst & Young: The combination of these names is reflective of a pure synergistic (nonconcatenated)
redeployment, which often emerges when an acquiring firm keeps the identity and brand name of the acquired
firm as the name of a subsidiary or division in the company (Jaju et al, 2006). The combination of these names
also indicates that it is a strong multinational professional firm. The first two paragraphs in Ernst & Young’s text
does not bear a direct relationship with its identity, therefore, the connotative analysis of Ernst & Young’s text
begins with the deconstruction of the issues highlighted in the third paragraph. Importantly, the third paragraph
implies that Ernst &Young is a multinational consulting and advisory services firm that provides a standardized
top quality services through a large staff strength of 130,000 knowledgeable and well-informed employees (with
a variety of unique problem solving skills) at their various offices located all over the world. The fourth
paragraph justifies the assembly of such large staff strength (at their various locations throughout the world) by
arguing that Ernst & Young use its resources to support client’s businesses and the communities in which these
businesses operate. Inevitably employees equally benefit from these services.

KPMG: KPMG is an abbreviation formed by combining the names of Peat Marwick International (PMI) and
Klynveld Main Goerdeler (KMG) — the benefactors of KPMG (see Capowski, 1993). The combination of these
two firms indicates that KPMG is a strong multinational firm. This text contains five paragraphs. The first and
second paragraphs defines KPMG as a multinational firm with large staff strength of 123,000 offering a variety
of standardized management consulting services such as auditing, tax, business advisory and multidisciplinary
financial accounting services. As KPMG argues, these competencies, which were developed based on deep
industry knowledge enable its clients to surmount challenges, identify business opportunities and exploit them.
In the third and fourth paragraphs, KPMG contend that the international standardization of its consulting services
(which lies at the heart of its operations) allows it to deliver the same quality of consulting services to clients
globally. KPMG’s emphasis on the provision of management consulting services to multinational firms
contributes immensely to the development of rich and deep industry knowledge necessary to address or solve a
wide variety of problems and opportunities being confronted by clients across a variety of industries. The last
paragraph makes reference to KPMG’s reputation based history and how it has evolved as top international
consulting firm over three hundred years.

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu: This business name emerged by combining the names of the firm’s benefactors.
This naming approach has been described in theoretical literature as a pure synergistic (nonconcatenated)
redeployment (see). The introductory statement in this text, which is entitled “Living the brand” underscores the
role of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s corporate identity in the firm’s business operations and how the pursuit of
this brand helps in the development of it’s corporate identity (i.e. who and what it is). The first paragraph
furthers this argument by highlighting Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s unique value proposition, which underscores
Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s business challenges and desires, and how Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s unique
contribution and services is effectively differentiated from competitors. Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s unique
value proposition emerges from the consulting services it provides through its large staff strength in many
countries throughout the world. The presence of this firm throughout the world implies that it is a strong
multinational firm. In the second paragraph, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu contend that its clients and stakeholders
alike experience a combined set of values namely commitment to service, integrity, trust, top quality services,
independence and excellence. These virtues constitute Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s core values and a significant
proportion of its corporate identity. Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s corporate identity is communicated through a
formidable staff strength of over 150,000 employees (throughout the world) who interact daily with clients and
stakeholders. These interactions lie at the heart of the development of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu’s corporate
identity. At the centre of these interactions is the deep knowledge that emerges from the strong formidable
network of employees. These knowledge based interactions drive the development of the Deloitte Touche
Tohmatsu brand. The third paragraph addresses the notion of ethics and sustainability and how these are
expressed through interactions between Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and its stakeholders.

PricewaterhouseCoopers: The name of this firm appears to be a combination of names (see Jaju et al, 2006).
The message expressed in this text implies that PWC is a strong multinational professional services firm, which
provides a wide array of management and financial consulting services ranging from assurance, tax and advisory
services through a staff strength of over 146,000 employees located at various offices all over the world. This
enables PricewaterhouseCoopers to tap from a rich business knowledge derived from a large network of
employees who interact to provide solutions to clients’ problem.
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3.1.3 Myth Stage: the Development of a Generic Corporate Identity

The signifiers that emerged from the connotative stage of Ernst & Young; KPMG; Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu;
PricewaterhouseCoopers (i.e. name combination; multinational institution; standardized top quality auditing, tax,
advisory services; large staff strength/network; knowledgeable and well-informed employees; unique problem
solving skills; support for client’s businesses and the communities) invoke powerful myths. These myths include
issues about ‘industry leadership’, ‘strength arising from a combination of names of benefactors’, ‘international
presence’, ‘consistent international professional service quality’, ‘deep business knowledge’, ‘intelligent and
knowledgeable staff’, exceptional problem solving skills. The evocation of these myths draws the audience
closer and positions them as stakeholders with interests in the firms’ business activities. The myths presents
stakeholders with more information concerning the identity of the four PSFs, especially in relation to its presence
at most locations all over the world, strength arising from a combination of names previous benefactors, its
ability to provide consistent and standardized top quality professional services, the availability of a large number
of employees who are deeply knowledgeable and well-informed to provide unique solutions to business
problems. The invocation of these homogeneous corporate characteristics builds a set of associations or myths,
around the four PSFs, forming a significant proportion of the key issues that constitute their identity and more
importantly their corporate identity. The development of common corporate characteristics triggers the
development of a generic corporate identity in the professional services industries.

4. How a Generic Corporate Identity Develops in Professional Services Firms

Without any doubt, previous studies (Wilkinson and Balmer, 1996; Morison, 1997; Harris, 2002; He and Balmer,
2005; Balmer and Stotvig, 1996; Olins, 1978; Melewar and Akel, 2005; Melewar and Jenkins, 2002; Melewar
and Wooldridge, 2001; Melewar, 2003; Baker and Balmer, 1997; van Riel and Balmer, 1997) together with the
empirical analysis presented in paragraphs 3 to 3.1.3 above contributes significantly to the development and
understanding of corporate identity theory. Specifically, existing literature on this subject highlighted and drew
attention to the pre-eminence of the generic corporate identity within the British banking industry and in other
industries. It provides insight into the possible approaches that could be drawn to manage this phenomenon, gave
insight into the causative factors that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity. It highlighted the
character, nature, history and identity of the banks in the British banking industry and more importantly, existing
work on this subject adds to and strengthens the theoretical literature on corporate identity. Whilst these studies
contributed enormously to the understanding of the nature of generic corporate identity in general, they are
however limited by their failure to provide a detailed stage by stage insight into the processes through which
generic corporate identity emerges.

In order to fill this gap, a four stage generic corporate identity process model is advanced to provide an
understanding of the stage by stage processes through which a strong industry-wide corporate identity develops.
Insight into this process will provide detailed insight into factors that activate the phenomenon as well as the
relationships that subsists within the processes and structures, which trigger the emergence of this problem.

The generic corporate identity process model being proposed under this paragraph is developed by drawing
heaving on the DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) theory of institutional isomorphism, which describes a
constraining phenomenon, which forces one unit within a defined population to resemble other units that face
similar environmental business conditions (Hawley, 1968). This process model, which comprises mainly of a
four stage process including (1) evaluation of industry isomorphic conditions; (2) the exertion and application of
pressure; (4) conformity and compliance; (4) the development of generic corporate identity; is presented in the
paragraphs that follow.

Stage one: industry isomorphic conditions: The industry isomorphic phase comprises of three forms of
isomorphic pressures namely mimetic isomorphism, coercive isomorphism and normative isomorphism
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).

Mimetic isomorphism occurs from a variety of conditions in which firms limit uncertainty by taking a cue from
other firms and modeling themselves, their business activities and business behaviour after other firms that are
perceived to be very successful (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Cyert and James, 1963; Haunschild, 1994;
Haverman, 1993). At this stage, executives of a firm that is very familiar with development phases of a
successful product or brand belong to a competitor may endeavor to develop a product development plan. On
many occasions, the development plans of successful product or service brands are simply copied, replicated or
imitated regardless of whether or not these plans are compatible to the firm’s corporate identity. It is often a
rational response to competition in the marketplace to economise the cost of research and to reduce the
uncertainty that firms and businesses face (Cyert and James, 1963) in the marketplace.
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Imitative behaviour occurs when organizations are not convinced of the possibility of achieving set targets or
when they are challenged by the difficulties of recognizing the cause effects of adopting specific strategies.
Lieberman and Asaba (2006) argue that in such conditions of doubt, uncertainty and ambiguity, organisations are
more likely to be receptive to information and implicit in the actions of others. Firms imitate one another through
the introduction of products into the marketplace and even in the processes involved in the introduction of such
new products. Organisational imitation concurs in management systems, organizational forms, market entry and
even in the timing of investment to forestall falling behind competitors, or because the activities of major market
actors convey useful and strategic information which can be exploited with ease. Although the modelled
organisation may be unaware of emerging imitation, nevertheless, it serves as a useful and convenient source of
practices that borrowing firms use. As DiMaggio and Powell (1983) observed, imitative behaviour frequently
occurs unintentionally and indirectly through employee transfer or turnover or explicitly through the use of
similar business model processes by consulting organisations — the resultant effect of which, homogenisation or
generic identity occurs throughout the industry.

Coercive isomorphism emerges out of the conditions of formal demands on business organizations by exogenous
forces (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Honig and Karlsson, 2004). Coercive isomorphism, DiMaggio
and Powell (1983) argues, is the consequence of formal and informal unified pressures of forces and persuasion
exerted by regulatory institutions on other organizations to conform and comply with a specific set of rules upon
which they are dependent and by cultural expectations in the society within which organizations function. The
existence of a common system of rules, policies and common legal framework in which organizations comply
affects many aspects of organizational behaviours, processes and structure. Coercive isomorphism is the
outcome of the making of a common system of rules, policies and common legal framework stipulated (by
successive governments and regulatory institutions) to encourage or persuade firms and businesses to imbibe a
specific set of rules upon which they are dependent (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The occasional specification
of interest rates by the Bank of England is a good example in this regard. Normative isomorphism (in a nutshell)
is the result of professional procedures and activities generally conceived as a norm and a responsible behaviour
within the business environment (Honig and Karlsson, 2004). It is a collective attempt by members of an
occupation to define the methods and conditions of work and to control the production of producers (Larson,
1977). It is a means of establishing a cognitive base, legitimizing their profession and developing an
occupational autonomy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Normative isomorphism often emerges from the adoption
of professional procedures stipulated by professional institutions like the ACCA, CIMA, ICSA, CIM and CIPD.
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Stage two: the exertion of institutional pressures: The imitation of products, making of a common and unified
system of policies, rules and regulations and the development of formal professional procedures are often times
pursued with the backing of institutional powers and authority to sanction or prosecute business. The power and
authority conferred on businesses also allows regulators or managers to monitor the implementation of industry
regulations, professional practices and so on. Importantly, the power to sanction or prosecute defaulting firms
and monitor their business activities inevitably puts a severe amount of pressure on businesses to implement
industry policies.

Stages three and four: compliance and development a generic corporate identity: The existence of a common
system of rules, policies and common legal framework in which organizations comply affects many aspects of
organizational behaviours, processes and structure. Hence, in the course of compliance, industry operators begin
to exhibit similar traits in behaviour and a dominant industry-wide (generic) identity emerges. Similarly in the
business environment, when unified regulatory policies are initiated by regulators, most organizations in the
market will adopt overall, unified compliance programmes emphasizing the pursuit of common policies,
common procedures, and common work rules. These programmes often feature common methodologies,
structures and templates for meeting current and anticipated compliance requirements (Gable 2005) resulting in
the development of common, similar, uniform, regular, standardised, identical product/services, pricing strategy,
distribution and organizational intentions. Importantly, these common organizational characteristics, or what He
and Balmer (2005) described as a unique type of identity incorporating characteristics attributable mainly to a
specific industry - generic identity, will emerge. The banking industry gives a good example of how compliance
with regulatory policies has led to the development of generic identities.

5. Conclusion

This study provides insight into the dominant arguments in generic corporate identity literature and offers an
empirically grounded evidence of the presence of generic corporate identity in professional services industry. In
the attempt to accomplish this objective, three important findings emerged. First, a tripartite study of the
theoretical construction of the generic corporate identity incorporating active, passive and parenthetically
constructed discourses was put forward. While, actively constructed discourse (Wilkinson and Balmer, 1996;
Morison, 1997; Harris, 2002; He and Balmer, 2005) was drawn to capture key arguments appearing in works
devoted primarily to generic corporate identity theory, passively constructed discourse (Balmer and Stotvig,
1997; Olins, 1978) highlighted works, which (in part) drew considerable attention to the concept of generic
corporate identity. Parenthetically constructed discourse (Baker and Balmer, 1997; Melewar and Akel, 2005;
Melewar and Jenkins, 2002; Melewar and Wooldridge, 2001; Melewar, 2003; van Riel and Balmer, 1997)
underscored studies that briefly highlight or drew attention to generic corporate identity in-passing or
incidentally. This finding contributes to the theory of corporate identity and corporate marketing in general
because until date there has been no theoretical literature highlighting the academic progress on generic
corporate identity.

Second, the semiotic analysis of annual report of accounts of the big four professional services firms strengthens
the argument of the prevalence of a generic business behaviour (see Empson, 2001; Lewendahl, 2005) not just
within the British banking or financial services industry but also within the confines of the professional services
sector.

In view of the absence of a theoretical framework that explicates the development of generic corporate identity
in literature, a generic corporate identity development process model was conceptualised and advanced. This
model, grounded on DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) institutional isomorphism theory, drew attention to the role
of mimetic, coercive and normative isomorphism pressures and offers some insight into how business
compliance stimulate the development of a generic corporate identity. This finding contributes to corporate
identity theory because a model, which gives an insight into structures that triggers a generic corporate identity,
is yet to emerge in corporate marketing literature. This represents the third contribution in this study.

The review of literature indicates that existing studies on corporate identity has focused mainly of the factors that
trigger the development of a generic corporate identity without a detailed explanation how this concept emerged.
This paper is important and valuable because it makes a departure from extant theory and adds an original
contribution to existing literature by providing a theoretical analysis, which gives an insight into the stage by
stage processes that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity.

The key implication of this study for practitioners is that it draws the attention of managers not just to the
important issues that trigger the development of a generic corporate identity but more importantly, it allows
managers to pin point develop strategies that can prevent or circumvent the development of generic corporate
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identity (each step of the way). By so doing, it becomes possible for firms to develop distinct corporate identities,
which position them competitively in the business environment.

One important limitation that provides opportunities for future research has to do with the nature of this study
itself. This is an empirical study that focuses mainly on PSFs. The study could not examine the nature of generic
corporate identity in other service industries. Given this limitation, it has become important for researchers to
pursue further studies to examine this issue in tourism, information technology and other industries where there
is a presence of generic corporate identity. Such a study will strengthen and give deeper and robust insight into
how the notion of generic corporate identity develops. Also the study is limited to the development of generic
corporate identity. A future study of how a generic corporate identity could be broken would be useful not just to
academics or the development of corporate identity literature but to practitioners as well.
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