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Abstract  

 

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to explore the ethical challenges the 

online personal branders face and how they can manage these challenges. 

 

Methodology: Qualitative and quantitative data methods are conducted for 

this scientific thesis. The quantitative data have been conducted with the help 

of a questionnaire, of which 186 respondents answered on it. Also, by 

conducting 9 interviews with different active online personal branders.    

 

Findings: The main findings are that online personal branders face the 

problem of losing profits in the short term due to differences in ethical values 

with collaborating companies, however, this was found to affect them only in 

the short term and with solely some collaborators. Furthermore, on a long term 

scale, their good ethical profile will benefit their reputation and increase their 

profitability. Online personal branders need to implement a sustainability 

approach in their profile to be competitive in today's society. 

 

Research limitations: The research was limited by a few factors that need to 

be taken into consideration. Two of the main ones are that it is possible to 

wonder if the result obtained would have been different with a higher number 

of participants. The second being the restraint also in the data gathering due to 

current world events such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

  

Managerial Implications: The results of this paper inform the online personal 

branders of the ethical challenges and how to manage these challenges. The 

online personal brander’s main asset is their ethical reputation which has been 

proved to provide them with trustworthy and faithful followers. It can also be 



 

 

stated that one major pillar for all online personal branders, in order to obtain 

followers is to be able to reach out through different social media. 

 

Originality/Value: This thesis Discussed important points regarding the 

consequences of ethics to the online personal branders business. Besides, 

understanding the relationship between the online personal branding 

reputation and the opinion and engagement of the follower. Furthermore, it 

answered the question of how to balance between making profits with 

maintaining the ethical standards concurrently. 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces a brief overview of online personal branding, starts 

with introducing a background about the main subject, and clarifies the idea 

of online personal branding and ethical challenges. 

1.1 Background   

 

The idea of using a mark on an the product of an individual to be recognized 

amongst competitors has always been used in the marketplace. However, over 

the years it has been institutionalized and legalized through different tools, 

such as patents or trademarks (Murphy, 1992).  

 

In 2012 the American Marketing Association defined a brand as a way to 

identify a good or service of a seller, it is a way to differentiate it from other 

sellers (AMA, 2012). Following the branding of companies, the concept of 

differentiating, not solely the products anymore, but also the individual, 

appeared, as a means to enter the job market throughout the twentieth century. 

It was first used by celebrities, (i.e. actors, musicians, politicians..), but has 

become increasingly popular in the nineties amongst ordinary citizens 

(Kheder, 2014). 

 

However, the notion of personal branding was only first introduced by Tom 

Peter in 1997 and is defined as “The effort made by individuals to create 

awareness and visibility of their persona among a target audience, which 

enables them to stand out from the crowd and gain personal or professional 

success” (Labrecque, Markos and, Milne, 2011). It is argued that anyone has 

to be their own marketers and they have to be the writer of their own stories 
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(Labrecque, Markos, and Milne, 2011). Personal branding can be done in 

person, on paper, or online (Brooks and Anumudu, 2015), but in the era of 

digitalization, the online manner has become the standard way to achieve it.  

 

Digitalization is a consequence of globalization and has quickly become a 

significant part of the everyday life of every citizen. In the economic sphere, 

it has also become a key driver to newly developed business ecosystems. This 

is due to the increasing role of digital technologies in automating business 

transactions and in offering cheap communication possibilities (Kuusisto, 

2017).  

 

It has completely disrupted the manners that the world proceeds information 

and the way it thinks its activities and business methods, by remodeling the 

vision of the public (Söderholm et al., 2018). The rise of popularity of social 

media, brought with the ascent of the Web 2.0 has given a means for 

individuals to realize personal branding in an effective approach (Karaduman, 

2013).  

 

Personal branding is an activity with a financial aspect, individuals must take 

into account a certain level of ethics just like a company would (Labrecque, 

Markos, and Milne, 2011). Crane and Matten (2010, p8) define ethics as the 

concern “With the study of morality and the application of reason to elucidate 

specific rules and principles that determine right and wrong for a given 

situation.”.  

 

Thus, ethics can be seen as the inquiry of moral laws and how to make it 

universal (Sidgwick, 2019). On a mundane use, ethics applies where the law 

does not have jurisdiction (Crane et al., 2019).   
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The most common way for companies to show their ethics is by showing 

environmental engagement, for instance, with the aid of Green marketing. It is 

argued that doing Green marketing is a way to improve the reputation of a 

company but at the same time, corporations might not completely be 

transparent about their impact on the environment (Ihlen and Roper, 2011). 

This Green marketing is a result of the need for companies to follow the trends 

and desires of customers, and to become sustainable. Sustainable development 

was first mentioned in 1987 in the Brundtland report (p. 15) and defined as 

"Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs." It has since led to different manners of being sustainable, in marketing, 

the guideline is of "Planning, organizing, implementing and controlling 

marketing resources and programs to satisfy consumers' wants and needs, 

while considering social and environmental criteria and meeting corporate 

objectives" (Belz and Peattie, 2009, p. 31).  

 

Thus, in the last decades, two significant events have arrived in the world and 

have changed the way society perceives things. The first event is the arrival of 

the digital world, as mentioned before it has given a new tool to proceed 

information and has quickly inserted itself in the life of everyone in the world 

(Kuusisto, 2017). The second is the realization of the need to preserve the 

world by becoming more sustainable (Morelli, 2011), and therefore working 

towards a manner to only have positive externalities emerging from one’s 

activities. It has brought a new approach to working, such as freelancer relying 

on online personal branding, and new methods of doing things, sustainability 

marketing. Online personal branders rely on traditional marketing methods to 

promote them-self while answering the needs of their customers and followers 

to be sustainable with positive externalities.  
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This study will discuss the place of freelancers as personal branders in an 

online context, meaning individuals that earn their income through the 

marketing of their online personal brand. Thus, there are two communities they 

look to please, first the companies that can employ them temporarily (which 

can make their field of activity unstable), and secondly their customers, or 

followers, that make them famous. Freelancers are faced with whether to 

accept a task within a company that might not be strictly ethical or be forced 

to take on a second job that is not in their prioritized field of competences to 

earn a living. In the case they choose the first option, they might then damage 

their notoriety, be seen as unethical, not environmentally friendly, and then 

risk encountering backlashes from their community (Wen and Song, 2017).  

 

These freelancers are therefore always facing ethical dilemmas that can tarnish 

their reputation (Schiebel and Pochtrager, 2003). Consequently, this study 

could advise freelancers to see what are the consequences on their brand if 

they were to not take into consideration the environmental aspect of their 

activities. This study will, therefore, inquire about the point of view of both 

the personal branders and their customers.  

 

There is a high probability that the phenomenon of personal branding in an 

online context will keep increasing over the years (Labrecque, Markos, and 

Milne, 2011), thanks to innovations in the digital market that continue to 

appear and change the world step by step. Also to previous innovation, it has 

the capability to transform the society, nevertheless, if individuals do not take 

into consideration the ethical and environmental aspects that can derive from 

these changes, it could have significant consequences.  

 

This study could, therefore, be a guideline on how to maintain an ethical 

attitude when doing online personal branding. In order to be certain that even 

with the new digital tools that are to be implemented in the future, online 
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personal branders already know the consequences that their acts can have. It 

will show the perception of their customers towards their actions so that 

personal branders can manage and adapt their strategy to their expectations.  

 

1.2   Problem Discussion  

 

The issue regarding ethics in personal branding was founded on different 

points by different authors, for instance (Schiebel and Pochtrager, 2003; Lair, 

Sullivan & Cheney, 2005; Nasruddin and Bustami 2007; Labrecque, Markos 

and Milne, 2011; Egan-Wyer, Muhr, & Pfeiffer, 2014; Walz et al, 2014; Wen 

and Song, 2017; Alwi et al, 2017), these authors discussed the ethical branding 

from different perspectives, It can be stated that current research lacks 

different aspects of ethical issues within the range of being an online personal 

brander. As a matter of fact, there is no research that the authors know of that 

evaluates the consequences on an online personal brander´s reputation when 

working with unethical companies. Firstly, the problem of an ethical dilemma 

was experienced by freelancers when facing their followers (Labrecque, 

Markos, and Milne, 2011) as well as when working with companies (Brady, 

2011). In regards to their followers, online personal branders concentrate their 

activities on social media (Shepherd, 2005; Chen, 2013; Karaduman, 2013; 

Schembri and Latimer 2016; Muniz et al, 2016). However, being a platform 

of co-creating content online personal branders are not the sole narrator and 

collaborator of their branding, the persona they create and idealized can be 

tarnished by the comments of other users, some part of the self-branding is not 

controlled by the protagonist (Labrecque, Markos, and Milne, 2011). Hence, 

the need for an ethical guideline in order to become irreproachable.  

 

In regards to their work with companies, freelancers can sometimes be faced 

with the dilemma of having to choose between following personal ethics and 
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morals and being unemployed or violating personal ethics and morals and keep 

the job (Okoye, 2009; Balmer et al., 2011; Brady, 2011). When their field of 

work is not steady, freelancers sometimes have to find recurring jobs with a 

company that might not be ethical. Therefore the question is what they should 

do when this happens? Should they adapt to the lack of morals or incur the risk 

of not making ends meet and being forced to take on a second job that is not 

their primary field? (Brady, 2011). 

 

Ethics is a broad term and one branch of ethics is sustainability and 

environment. There is no doubt that there is a huge debate regarding the 

environment. A societal debate is current and it regards the corporate world 

and how brands affect the environment with the products and services that they 

offer (Freimond, 2007). In addition, the large preoccupation with climate 

change today has resulted in marketers restructuring their campaigns, and 

products have become environmentally friendly and green (Svensson et al, 

2014). This can be illustrated for instance in the car industry where automobile 

companies Boozt climate-friendly, best-in-class gas mileage and oil 

companies working to promote themselves to consumers by showing what 

they are doing to protect the environment instead of selling its products. 

Climate change has become a sociopolitical phenomenon and public relations 

regarding it is now increasing in its importance. It is thus interesting to see 

how corporate communicators like online personal branders are handling this. 

In fact, some companies believe that they don't contribute to climate change 

and are thus not inclined to communicate something. However, the fact is that 

companies often affect the environment even though they are unaware of it, 

for instance by using materials that can be considered unsustainable 

(Freimond, 2007).  

 

The type of scrutiny used in the corporate world nowadays is more thorough 

than before and it goes deeper (Freimond, 2007). The fact is that today, the 
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scrutiny focuses on personal behavior and habits (Alwi et al, 2017). This 

means that organizations whose operations are not causing pollution or 

directly affecting the environment, have to see the bigger picture, and focus on 

taking responsibility in other aspects. Online personal branding being, as said 

before, an activity with a financial aspect with customers, it is relevant to see 

how companies deal with this environmental aspect to see how online personal 

branders can do it as well.  

  

Companies will be analyzed in their person as corporate citizen and their 

sustainability profile could be an affecting factor to the ultimate consumer 

choice (Walz et al, 2014). Equally important is for the company to develop a 

critics response strategy so that its business operations do not get questioned 

by environmental activist groups that work with green issues (Freimond, 

2007).  

 

It can be argued that it seems like there is a clear trend that online personal 

branders have to adapt to in order to become profitable and competitive in the 

business environment (Okoye, 2009; Shalvi, Handgraaf & de Dreu, 2011; 

Balmer et al., 2011; Klein, Thielmann, Hilbig and Zettler, 2017). The 

corporate scrutiny results in a more thorough analysis of the business and 

actions and thus it becomes important to increase the awareness. The scrutiny 

is done actively to investigate the morals of companies to see if they can fulfill 

certain ethical standards, and the fact is that consumers are basing their choice 

on who can meet these ethical standards Crane et al., (2019). Therefore, it 

becomes interesting to analyze how online personal branders are adapting to 

this trend and to see how their business actions affect their reputation. Thus, 

the paper will focus on the ethical challenges faced by online personal branders 

and how they can manage these challenges.  
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1.3  Purpose  

 

The purpose of this thesis is two-folded. Firstly, the purpose is to explore the 

consequences that ethics have on the business of online personal branders and 

find out what the ethical challenges are. Furthermore, the purpose is also to 

find out how online personal brander can manage these ethical challenges. The 

intention is to achieve the purpose through data gathering of both quantitative 

character and qualitative character and to see how different ethical actions can 

affect the online personal brander´s business. 

1.4. Research Questions  
 

Research Question 1: What ethical challenges do online personal branders 

face in the business?  

  

Research Question 2: How can they manage these ethical challenges?  

 

1.5 Report Structure  

 

This paper has been written following a certain structure. The first part aims 

to introduce the subject and the phenomenon chosen. The second part intends 

to study the previous research done extensively in order to determine the 

missing parts. The third part is the conceptual model whose purpose was to 

contain the primary concepts that were highlighted in the literature review. 

The following section consists of the methods used and its description. The 

next part is the data gathered during the quantitative study, followed by its 

analysis and the analysis of the qualitative study. Then the discussion aims to 

connect the finding between the quantitative and the qualitative studies. 

Finally, the conclusion followed by the limitations encountered by the authors 

as well as managerial implications and suggestions for future research. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

In this part, previous research on different concepts and dimensions on online 

personal branding is presented.  

 

2.1 Personal Branding 

The Literature Review section starts off by introducing the main area of 

research, Online Personal Branding, how the term was developed and how it 

has evolved over time.  

 

2.1.1 Definition  

2.1.1.1 From Traditional to Modern  

 

Personal branding is the mechanism by which individuals illustrate themselves 

as brands (Karaduman, 2013), it uses the same marketing rules employed by 

companies when defining their brand and making the communication on their 

products (Chen, 2013).  

 

It can be developed through different channels, such as on paper, in-person, 

and online. In-person, it can be in interviews, or discussion, by selling yourself 

to someone else. On paper, it can be by building a resume, and finally, online 

it will be with the help of social media and different digital tools that assist 

you in creating a persona (Brooks and Anumudu, 2015).  

 

Personal branding requires advertising and popularize the uniqueness of a 

person, it necessitates trying to “sell” what makes someone special to an 

audience. To choose the target audience is, as a matter of fact, one of the 
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significant differences with the branding of products as it is more ambiguous 

as to whom to target. There is a significant challenge when it comes to the 

segmentation of the personal brand of an individual (Labrecque, Markos, and 

Milne, 2011). Unlike corporate branding, personal branding is relying on mass 

marketing, corporations need the employees to obtain the human element they 

need (Rangarajan, Gelb, and Vandaveer, 2017). 

 

Customarily, personal branding was used by public figures in the field of 

entertainment, politics, and the sports industry (Tarnovskaya, 2017). Recently, 

however, with the introduction of the internet, it has opened access to personal 

branding to a wider pool of subjects (Tarnovskaya, 2017). Any individual with 

access to the internet has the potential to develop a personal brand and then 

they actually ought to do it to stay competitive (Labrecque, Markos, and Milne, 

2011). According to Peters (1999), it is their “main job”. Digitalization has 

reshaped the way personal branding is made, just like it has done with other 

types of business activities (Söderholm et al., 2018).    

 

It is theorized that today, everyone has a personal brand and that most people 

are not aware of it, and therefore fail in managing it properly (Rampersad, 

2008). Thus incurring the risk that someone else will manage it in a way this 

does not fit the protagonist (Khedher, 2013).  

 

Presently, the first use of personal branding in a mundane manner is to be able 

to enter the employment market, it is a way to display oneself to potential 

employers (Lair, Sullivan and Cheney, 2005). However, some people have 

their personal brand as their main profession and rely on partnerships with 

companies as a salary, these are freelancers.  

 

Online freelancing has grown in recent years, there are two advantages of 

online freelancing that differs from traditional methods. Firstly, flexibility, it 
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helps the workers to choose what they want to do and when they want to do it. 

The second advantage is equality, online freelancing forbids the human bias 

which is used in offline freelancing ( Hannák et. al, 2017). The higher the level 

of freelancer’s digital knowledge, the higher are the possibilities to be 

successful (Brady, 2011).  

 

A higher share of jobs tends to be constructed and based online and delegated 

to individuals, consultants, and freelancers, which also changes the way work 

is done. The online marketplace is nowadays becoming used for employers 

and job applicants to find each other and connect. Gary Swart, Odesk´s CEO, 

states that the big online marketplace, Odesk, prognose a demand for 

approximately any type of job that is computer-based including for example 

lawyers, accountants, and strategic consultants. Furthermore, online job 

marketplaces are prognosed by Odesk to become an overtaker of physical jobs 

and forecasts one out of three workers to be hired online (Kvochko, 2013).  

 

Moreover, the online platforms have changed in their purpose since the year 

2005 when they were launched. In the initiation, the purpose was to use them 

to find job applicants that have basic skills, such as data entry and basic coding. 

However, this is clearly changing due to the fact that the companies today 

demand more complex jobs (e.g. social media marketing, academic writing, 

etc…). A factor that speaks for the increased global usage of online 

marketplaces is the fact that not solely U.S. companies, who are the biggest 

users of the online marketplace Elance, are using this platform other countries 

(e.g. India, Pakistan, The Philippines, The UK, Canada, and Bangladesh) are 

also adapting this job-seeking technique. Another fact that supports the 

increased usage of online marketplaces is the fact that job creation via the 

Internet is a growth booster that is supported by the government. The CEO of 

ODesko, Swart, prognoses that the future will consist of workers on-premise, 

local temporary workers, partners, and temporary workers that obtain work via 
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the Internet. Besides, the widened use of the Internet will result in a big pool 

of candidates applying for jobs globally which can be hired without having to 

open physical business branches in different regions. Moreover, he continues 

to state that there will be fewer full-time jobs, and employees will have to 

invest more in their skills and professional profiles to remain competitive 

(Kvochko, 2013).  

2.1.1.2 Development of a Personal Brand  

 

According to Khedher (2014), there are three elements needed in order to 

develop a personal band, (1) identity, (2) positioning, and (3) assessment.  

 

1. The development of a personal brand identity implies different 

characteristics to be set to be successful. Firstly the primary 

goal is to differentiate oneself from the competitors, to present 

uniqueness and distinctiveness (Chen, 2013). In order to do 

that, it is argued that individuals need to list their characteristics 

(i.e. experiences, values, beliefs) that make them peculiar and 

would be the reason why someone takes an interest in them 

(Khedher, 2014). Khedher (2014), states that for this step, 

personals branders need to differentiate themselves while 

fitting, meaning that they need to be individualist while 

answering the needs of their customers.  

 

2. The second step is positioning, as stated before one of the 

biggest challenges is the segmentation, as it is not a physical 

product but more of a subjective idea (Labrecque, Markos, and 

Milne, 2011). It is advised to work on different media platforms 

and not focus on just one, to be present on different media 

allows a larger reach of audience and these media offer 
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different tools that can be used (Tarnovskaya, 2017). It is also 

advised to separate work and private identities, as the two 

topics require different personalities and the editorial calendar, 

the level of formality needed is not the same (Labrecque, 

Markos, and Milne, 2011). The personal brand positioning can 

also be defined through both verbal and non-verbal 

communication such as the way a personal brander will talk or 

write, the tone of voice, the gestures used in pictures or video, 

the way they dress, an item that would always be present. There 

are plenty of tools that can be used but the objective is that they 

are recognizable (Tarnovskaya, 2017). This, is according to 

Khedher (2014) the self-presentation, creating a persona while 

trying to stay as authentic as possible. The goal is to influence 

the way customers will perceive personal branders. The key to 

this step is to do social networking, expand the follower base 

of the personal brander, and, as for a brand, get loyal customers. 

The aim is to create a relationship, it is argued that in order to 

establish that, it needs four elements, (1) mutuality, (2) 

purpose, (3) complexity, and (4) evolving nature (Fournier, 

1998). Because of that personal branders have to encourage the 

co-creation of content, by promoting social media users to 

comment and post about the content of the personal brander. 

Personal branders want their customers (and followers) to feel 

a sense of belongingness towards them. (Chen, 2013).   

 

3. The last and third step is the assessment, to see whether or not 

the personal branding is successful or a failure (Khedher, 

2014). This step aims to see if the strategy used was effective 

if the customers were capable of understanding the message 

conveyed. If, after reviewing the profile of a personal brander, 
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and the content is contradictory, or if the identity is not clear it 

can be said that the personal branding was misdirected and the 

personal brander failed the first two steps (i.e. Identity and 

positioning) (Labrecque, Markos & Milne, 2011). However, 

even though the first impression matters, the assessment of the 

market feedback and reviews is a way to improve for the future, 

and not make the same mistake (Khedher, 2014). In sum, the 

development of a personal brand is a never-ending process that 

requires great flexibility in order to navigate through 

unanticipated events (Rangarajan, Gelb, and Vandaveer, 2017). 

 

2.1.2 Motivation for Personal Branding  

 

In this part, the societal change that motivated people to start with online 

personal branding is discussed. Terms such as Information Economy, The 

Societal Motivation and The Personal Motivation is presented.  

 

2.1.2.1 Societal Motivation  

 

According to Castells (1996), society has known a shift in its economic 

arrangement during the seventies and nineties, the changes created the 

“Information economy”. In this Information economy, workers found 

themselves facing more uncertainties than ever before concerning 

employment. The job securities that were previously ubiquitous in the 

corporate world are now over, as companies have transformed their 

management with reengineering, in order to prevail in the new economy (Lair, 

Sullivan, and Cheney, 2005).   
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Businesses ceased investing in employees that will stay loyal to them their 

entire career and opted to rely on transitory employees with a more flexible 

schedule, that could be hired for a short amount of time when the workload 

was higher (Brooks and Anumudu, 2015). This phenomenon is referred to as 

an “economic dislocation”, and thus, according to Peters (1999), personal 

branding became the only way to remain competitive in the job market. 

 

It is argued that the building of a personal brand also grew with the newly 

found desire to obtain professional promotion (Tarnovskaya, 2017), it is also 

a result of the new aspiration of the millennial generation of finding better 

work and personal balance. They are refusing to follow the path of the previous 

generations with a “working for living” set of mind, they want to feel 

accomplished in their workplace (Buzza, 2017). This is also a generation that 

is defined as tech-savvy, meaning that they grew up with a newly digitalized 

world and have embraced the arrival of social media (Bannon, Ford, and 

Meltzer, 2011).  

 

Personal branding has evolved during this time and before it was mainly used 

in the corporate world where finding a job is ruled by supply and demand. 

Nowadays, personal branding is further used in other settings such as among 

teachers and students in universities. The millennial generation and future 

generations of students have to promote themselves as personal brands to 

become attractive to universities. Having good grades is not sufficient 

anymore to be accepted, universities also look for students that can bring 

value, and, or, capital to the program and that stand out in a crowd (Parrott, 

2019)  

 

Nonetheless, with the development of social media, personal branding has 

become more technical and demands to be more thorough. There is also an 

urge to have one to respond to the demands of globalization (Shepherd, 2005).  
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Thus it can be argued that personal branding has become increasingly popular 

due to the dislocation of the work and technology environment, it has pushed 

individuals towards the need to define their identity and therefore turning to 

personal branding (Brooks and Anumudu, 2015). 

 

2.1.2.2 Personal Motivations  

 

The first motivation to develop a personal brand was for job seekers. Job 

seekers were motivated to show their added value, to prove to potential 

companies that they could have a favorable return on investment (ROI). From 

the point of view of an employer, individuals that have an online presence, an 

online footprint, are more appealing and they feel that it allows them to take 

less risk when hiring someone (Guiseppi, 2016). As stated before, personal 

branding is a way to adapt to the changing employment scenery and to stay up 

to date with it. Individuals feel drawn to it as it allows them to speculate on 

the future and foresee possible changes. It is a means to oppose precariousness 

and eventuality (Khedher, 2014).  

 

There are also social motives for the development of an online personal brand. 

It is a communication tool, it allows individuals to stay in touch with humanity 

and be part of social groups (Labrecque, Markos, and Milne, 2011). Online 

personal branding can help someone develop a wider network and make him 

feel like he belongs and fit into society as it is always possible to find a group 

of people with the same interests (Kheder, 2014).  

 

One of the major motives that have arrived with the boost of social media is 

self-realization, in addition to having a personal brand to be recognized and 

seen by others, it can be a way to obtain self-realization. To use online personal 
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branding as a way to summarize to oneself their skills and competences. 

Personal branding can be a way to make an individual feel better, not only by 

showing oneself but also to become a supporter of a bigger cause, to advocacy 

for an association or a brand (Labrecque, Markos & Milne, 2011).  

 

In the end, individuals are also motivated to create an online personal brand as 

it gives them a feeling of self-reliance and self-sufficiency. It makes them feel 

independent and in charge of their own narratives in a dislocated economy, 

even if it is not completely true (Lair, Sullivan, and Cheney, 2005). 

 

2.1.3 Challenges  

 

In this part, the main challenges associated with working with online personal 

branding is presented when it comes to, for instance, the reputation. 

Furthermore, the role of social media and the ability for online personal 

branders to interact with their customers in networks are discussed.  

 

2.1.3.1 Constraints and risks  

 

When Peters (1999) first advocated the use of personal branding, he also 

emphasized the sacrificial part of it. He clearly states that in order to have an 

effective personal branding, and more particularly in the work market, it is 

necessary to put your relationships aside. It promotes hyper-individuality, and 

users might lose the social motive they first came looking for when developing 

one (Lair, Sullivan, and Cheney, 2005). Sennett (1998) talks about how the 

current work culture has made human relations more hollow at work. It is 

therefore argued by Lair et all. (2005) that personal branding will enhance this 

phenomenon, and that relationships are doomed to be more ephemeral and 

enclosed in competitive states of mind and political manipulations.  
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Furthermore, personal branding forces individuals to fit into a mold while also 

trying to be distinctive, personal branders are compelled to reinvent 

themselves while also being as honest as possible  (Lair, Sullivan, and Cheney, 

2005). 

2.1.3.2 Challenges linked to brand reputation  

 

Azham and Ahmad (2020) indicated that the brands are used to create the 

framework of persons’ identity, public image, recognition, and acceptance in 

society. The business entities increased their investments in brand 

development, during the last decade (Farjam and Hongyi, 2015; Mourad, 

Ennew and Kortam, 2011). Brand reputation management is an important and 

critical element for businesses to grow and compete because the positive Brand 

reputation increases customer loyalty and confidence in the brand (Azham and 

Ahmad, 2020). Hence, market competition created challenges for the brands 

to adopt innovative ways of branding and promoting their brands’ reputation. 

 

According to Azham and Ahmad (2020), there are three aspects to consider 

when measuring brand reputation, (1) brand culture, (2) brand expression, (3) 

brand experience. 

 

     

1. The brand expresses its culture through communication. The 

term brand does not only refer to the organization but also to 

every symbolic form of communication. Thus, brands have to 

express their cultural ideology, values, and identity (Schroeder, 

Borgerson, and Wu 2017). Brand culture is generated by 

Customers’ interactions through social media platforms and 

online brand communities. The brand culture created by online 
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brand community members through self-constructing, 

emotional relationships, and storytelling practices (Schembri 

and Latimer 2016). 

 

2. The brand expression is created by the brander to integrate the 

brand strategy and brand identity to express the brand 

experience through specific brand signals (Navaneethakrishnan 

and Satish, 2017).  

 

3. Chen, Wan, and Levy (2017) suggested that the brands enhance 

and develop their experiences through managing their 

functional and emotional practices collectively. And 

maintaining the relationships between the customers and the 

brand in all touchpoints (Andreini et al, 2018).  

 

Recently, computer-based communication platforms such as social networks 

and social media have increased in its usage and have become a forum to 

signalize one´s identity through knowledge contribution and sharing. The 

profile that a person is promoting in online platforms is portraying the identity 

of the person. This also constitutes the thoughts, opinions, and other 

knowledge that the person chooses to share. Furthermore, when people share 

content and sharing decisions, social media platform users tend to share 

identity relevant information. In fact, a large number of noncommercial people 

in social media like Twitter are motivated by reputation factors. Besides, the 

increased usage of online platforms results in easy access to spread 

information. Further, it is said that it is important for personal branders to have 

a clear and consistent message. Moreover, the existing literature on personal 

branding indicates that in order to enhance the brand it is important to be 

consistent and have a unified persona (Geva et al, 2016). 

 



 

25 (140) 

2.1.3.3 The role of social media  

 

2.1.3.3.1. Social media marketing  

 

Social media is currently replacing traditional media and social media 

platforms are being used to collect information on products, services, and 

brands. In line with this, companies are incorporating social media marketing 

so that they can benefit from digitalization in this manner. Social media 

marketing regards to build relationships and make connections with either 

current customers or potential customers. Moreover, social media provides a 

great opportunity for marketers to increase brand awareness, strengthen brand 

image, and increase the knowledge of customers about the brand. Some of the 

activities that revolve around social media marketing are, for instance, content 

generation, communication, outreach, and referral to increased web traffic and 

awareness and popularity of brands (Muniz et al, 2016). Furthermore, the 

blooming of social media usage has resulted in developed consumer-brand 

interactions and engagement. Social media has also opened up new 

communication streams, for instance when customers spread information 

through social media to each other. The fact is that this adds more value to the 

brand than the initial purchase that the customer makes. A term that 

constitutes; “The customer's subjective and intangible assessment of the brand 

over and beyond its value”, is called brand equity. Brand equity is considered 

crucial for companies to adapt in order to be successful and gain a competitive 

advantage. Moreover, brand equity is analyzed from the perspective of 

individual customers and is measured in the greater trust that the customer 

perceives for one brand compared to another. A previous study showed that 

almost half of the consumers that have searched for brands in social media 

made a purchase based on the information that searches generated. 

Consequently, it can be expected that the experiences of customers with social 

media activities will influence their attitude towards these activities and also 
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the improved perception of the brand (Muniz et al, 2016). Recently, 

digitalization can be used to connect the customers and the brands through 

social media platforms as the brands use the digitalization to show the 

customers their ethical branding efforts (Schultz, Castello, and Morsing 2013). 

 

2.1.3.3.2. eWOM  

 

There are many challenges that online freelancers face. The first one is 

negative Electronic word of mouth (eWOM). eWOM defined as the 

customers’ negative or positive statements regarding the brand which was 

published to the online public communities (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, 

Gremler, 2004; Nam, Baker, Ahmed and Goo,2020). Also, eWOM influences 

the brand reputation in six dimensions (1)speed of diffusion, (2)greater 

scalability, (3)Persistency, (4)accessibility, (5)measurability, and 

(6)quantifiability (Nam, Baker, Ahmed and Goo, 2020). Recently, eWOM has 

started to influence customers increasingly and has become a popular source 

of information, it is a result of the growth of social media platforms usage 

(Nam, Baker, Ahmed and Goo, 2020).  

 

The most important factor for any brand is trustworthiness (Krugman and 

Hayes 2012; Bhandari and Rodgers, 2018). Undoubtedly, eWOM influences 

the perceptions of customers, behavior, and the reputation and perceived trust 

of the brand (Cheung and Thadani 2012; Sparks and Browning 2011; Roy, 

Datta, and Mukherjee, 2019; Nam, Baker, Ahmed and Goo, 2020). Thus, the 

negative eWOM can cause challenges for the personal branding image and 

reputation. The fact is that eWOM that creates negative emotions for the 

customers can result in a decreased trustworthiness for the brand (Moon, 

Costello, and Koo 2017). 
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To conclude, social media have made personal branding harder as personal 

brander is not the only narrator anymore. Social media has given a tool for 

anyone to participate in the lives of others and it can shape what will be 

perceived of them. Their identity becomes a co-creation project that personal 

branders might not have anticipated before starting it (Brooks and Anumudu, 

2015).  

 

2.1.4 Making Profits  

 

In this part, the sources of income and ability to make a profit of the online 

personal branders are discussed. Furthermore, the issue of being profitable 

and simultaneously remaining a positive brand image is presented.  

 

Recently, Freelancing has become a more common career choice (Mathisen, 

2019). Online freelancing tasks include public relationships, graphics, data 

analytics, and marketing services. Online freelancers ought to be more 

specialized with more professional skills (Margaryan, 2019). Kathuria et al., 

(2017) divided the online freelancing into three basic groups that are; (1) 

clients, (2) service providers, and (3)individual freelancers who choose to offer 

their services. As stated before, freelancers are the group of workers most in 

need of personal branding. They are part of the boundaryless job group, 

defined as a “sequence of job opportunities that go beyond the boundaries of 

single employment setting” by DeFillipi and Arthur (1994).  

 

This type of work also faces some difficulties such as they wonder if they can 

trust an employer. Mostly when the contract is made through social media. 

Social media helps freelancers to find their potential clients, however, they 

have to take the risk to trust that their employer will hold their end of the 

contract, meaning that they will pay them. A lot of freelancers find themselves 



 

28 (140) 

in situations where they need to protect their work from opportunistic people 

(Shevchuk and Strebkov, 2017).  

 

There are two types of freelancer personal branders, the first one being 

influencers who make their profit through paid ads and promoting one brand 

(Evans et al., 2017), and the second one is people sharing their work on social 

media to find companies that will pay to own this work, these are mostly in 

the creative field (i.e. journalists, graphic designers, artists…) (Shevchuk and 

Strebkov, 2017). In both cases, developing a personal brand is in the heart of 

their work, they rely completely on it to be known as the aim is making profits.  

 

However, one issue that freelancers face is how to be ethical, as unethical 

behaviors can create a dilemma between self-profit and preserving a positive 

brand identity (Klein, Thielmann, Hilbig and Zettler, 2017; Shalvi, Handgraaf 

& de Dreu, 2011). Meaning that to work unethically may likely lead to 

sanctions and punishments. Moreover, the level of morality used by the 

freelancer can also influence their self-made image (Mazar et al., 2008). 

Hence, the personal branders aim to gain profits, avoid sanctions, and maintain 

their positive self-images. Therefore, the relationship between working 

ethically and making profits should be balanced (Balmer et al., 2011; Okoye, 

2009; Alwi, Ali, and Nguyen, 2017). it should be balanced by the personal 

branders in order to gain profits while protecting their reputation. Hence, it is 

relevant for freelancers to study ethics and to commit to a specific code of 

ethics.  

2.2 Ethics in the Business World  

 

In this part, ethics and the business of online personal branders are connected 

in different ways. In order to draw the link between ethics and online personal 

branding and investigate it, it is relevant to first see how ethics affect the 
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corporate world This section is providing the reader with an overview of how 

ethics, in general, can come to affect the online personal brander. 

 

2.2.1 General Ethics  

 

In this section, the term ethics is introduced and developed into smaller 

branches in moral philosophy.  

 

There is no absolute notion of ethical or unethical and right or wrong acts 

because the acts can be determined as ethical or unethical according to 

different ethical climates. Meaning that what seems right for someone can 

seem wrong to another and this phenomenon is called “ethical relativism”. But, 

the course of actions can be determined as ethical or unethical according to the 

ethical climate in which these actions occurred and that is called objectivism 

(Malhotra and Miller, 1998). Ethics are the standards and principles governed 

by the criteria of rightness and wrongness which guides the decision-maker to 

choose an ethical choice (Baylis, 1958). There are two dominant traditions in 

moral philosophy; “utilitarianism” and “deontology” (Robin and Reidenbach, 

1987). According to utilitarianism, the ethical decision-maker decides the 

course of actions to give “more benefits to more people” (Vitell, 1986). On the 

other hand, Deontology is focusing more on the results, meaning taking the 

actions which will lead to ethical results (Ferrell and Gresham, 1985). While 

there are many contributions to ethical marketing, there wasn’t a 

comprehensive ethical marketing framework or model (Gaski, 1999) because 

of the absence of the global theory of ethics (Murphy and Laczniak, 1981). 

The reason for that is relativism and the differentiation between the moral 

criteria as there are two variables that can affect the level of morality which 

indicates that there are shared thoughts on how ethics can be defined. Firstly 

the individual variables (i.e. education, culture, gender, age, religion, 
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employment, and personality), and the situational variables ( i.e. codes of 

ethics, referent groups, business competitiveness, and types of ethical 

conflicts) (Ford and Richardson, 1994). 

 

Crane et al., (2019) defined Business ethics as “The study of business 

situations, activities and decisions where issues of right and wrong are 

addressed” (p.5). Any business process (corporations, professions, industry, 

or any business program or group) should follow a specific code of ethics. 

Code of ethics is a “voluntary statement that commits an organization, 

industry or profession to specific beliefs, values and actions and/or that sets 

out appropriate ethical behavior for employees” (Crane, Matten, Glozer and 

Spence, 2019, P.184) 

 

Ethical marketing is the process of analyzing marketing judgments and 

standards in ethical decisions (Vitell, 1986). Because the marketing practices 

are sociable practices and related to the engagement with the public which 

leads these practices to face more ethical controversies (Murphy and Laczniak, 

1981). Hence, marketing practices are facing enormous ethical dilemmas 

(Vitell and Festervand, 1987).  

2.2.2 Ethics and Branding  

 

Here, ethics and branding are interconnected and explained in relation to 

each other. In addition, the importance of implementing ethical practices for 

brands is highlighted. 

 

Nowadays, there is a generally high focus on the environment among 

consumers, and companies should try to anticipate this in their businesses and 

create sustainable products. Furthermore, natural resources are being exploited 

unrestrictedly and this has led to industries developing their operations so that 
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they are environmentally friendly. The primary urge for green products is 

driven by general consumer awareness about the environment, the pressure to 

adopt eco-friendly products for companies, and a general concern about safety 

and health. There is a general term for creating a sustainable mark on brands 

which is referred to as Green-ing. The formal way of putting it is promotional 

activities aimed at transforming consumer perceptions about a brand 

(Svensson et al, 2014). 

 

Ethical branding expresses the level of morality which is used by the brand or 

corporations and used within the corporation itself. Furthermore, ethical 

branding strengthens the reputation of the brand (Wen and Song, 2017). Also, 

ethical branding is used as a competitive advantage, because there is an 

increase in the perception of the customer and the need for ethical action from 

brands (Nasruddin and Bustami 2007). Hence, Srinivas (2015) indicated that 

personal branders use environmental actions as a tool to promote themselves. 

Thus, ethical branding can be used as a marketing strategy by offering ethical 

and environmental responsibility (Wen and song, 2017). Thus, the personal 

branders may use ethical actions to promote themselves or their brands as a 

way to enhance the relationship between their brand and the society by 

creating an ethical brand identity (Crane, 2001). Also, the study by Nasruddin 

and Bustami (2007) indicated that there was a positive relationship between 

the consumers’ perception of the brand and the brand’s ethical practices. Thus, 

the brands are expected and are demanded to behave more ethically not only 

by customers but also by all their other stakeholders (Olins, 2014; Alwi, Ali 

and Nguyen, 2017). 
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2.2.2.1 Ethics and capitalism; contradictory concepts  

 

In line with the fact that it can be hard to both adapt ethical practices and 

remain profitable for companies and freelancers can be hard. In fact, there is 

an incompatibility between capitalism and ethics and can be seen as an 

oxymoron (Collins, 1994). There is often a conflict between consumers and 

producers that wish to act ethically but at the same time, they are operating in 

a capitalist system that has its order of ethics. When companies are considering 

strategic choices they are focusing on terms like efficient, productive, and 

profitable, and in this case, ethics are likely to be abandoned due to the ethics 

of business. The author stresses the fact that companies are putting a price tag 

on ethics and that it revolves around ethics that is demanded by the market 

(Svensson et al, 2014). This type of ethics can be for example financial and 

strategic ethics instead of the actual ethical actions made by the company that 

is world related. Furthermore, it can be hard for a company that has profit-

maximizing goals to simultaneously have ethical standards such as paying the 

employees well and to handle waste in a specific way. Moreover, there are 

different aspects of ethics in a company. Ethics can include, how much a 

company can control what goes on in the world, where the limits of ethical 

responsibility lie, how responsibility should be shared with the actors in the 

market and how ethical dilemmas such as diverging interests of employees, 

should be solved. Furthermore, it can be discussed why consumers bother with 

ethical brands. The answer is because they feel satisfied when they buy an 

ethical brand. After all, they feel that they are doing good for others (Svensson 

et al, 2014).  

 

On the other hand, a study found that consumers were not very concerned with 

ethical issues in the corporate world. Furthermore, they were not interested in 

the issues of indecent labor conditions and/or environmental issues. They were 

more attentive to obtain a product for a fair price. It was therefore argued that 
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the ethical behavior of customers was a reflection of corporate ethical behavior 

(Vitell,2014). However, a study made in 2018 showed that consumers were 

more and more concerned with consuming from reliable ethical companies, 

showing a rise in interest to have towards being ethical (Mandal et al., 2018)  

 

Besides, when consuming the brand the customer associates their person with 

the same ethical standards that the brand has. Consuming the brand can thus 

contribute to the creation of an ethical personal brand. One factor that explains 

that there is no formal definition of ethics is the fact that companies, persons, 

and organizations use different means to categorize themselves as ethical 

(Svensson et al, 2014).  

 

It is argued that corporate ethics exists where the law does not have jurisdiction 

because as much as the law tries to institutionalize ethics, there are a lot of 

aspects that they don’t include. Thus there is a gap between the legal and 

ethical (Crane et al., 2019).  

 

2.2.2.2 Competitive Advantages Development 

 

Furthermore, in order to connect the gap between claimed concern and actual 

consumer behavior, it is claimed that more marketing with the brands in the 

center of these actions should be made. The notion of competitive advantage 

has changed in its meaning from being focused on resource control to be more 

about the ability to apply skills and knowledge in a way that makes the most 

sense in the emotional life and social life of the customer. Besides, the most 

valuable brands are those who can generate an ethical surplus, meaning value 

that has been produced with ethics or the ability to install effectively 

significant relations. The ethical surplus consists of the defined values that the 

members of a community have in common (Walz et al, 2014). In addition, 
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instrumental stakeholder theory considers the performance consequences for 

firms of highly ethical relationships with stakeholders, characterized by high 

levels of trust, cooperation, and information sharing. This theory contributes 

to a relations ethics strategy that regards for instance joint wealth creation, 

high levels of mutual trust, and cooperation and generates a potential source 

of sustainable competitive advantage (Jones et al, 2018). Brands that are 

sustainability-oriented have to be integrated with the societal ideas and values 

that constitute the comprehension of sustainability of customers. Furthermore, 

sustainable competitive advantage is defined as “a competitive advantage that 

is not easily replaceable or eliminable, that can be maintained over a certain 

period and that is the origin of a firm´s sustained superior performance 

(Olavarietta and Ellinger 1997, p. 565). In addition, sustainable brands have to 

make sense historically and provide meaning and resonate with customers. In 

addition, consumers tend to only pay attention to the brands that can offer them 

meaningfulness, social ties, and connectivity with others. Thus, the fact is that 

economical value and ethical value coincide. Moreover, there is a risk that 

companies solely define and dominate the sustainability discourse instead of 

seeing it from the customers and society´s perspective. This can result in that 

the ethics regarding sustainability would be reflected upon economic short 

term profitability and not on the ethical surplus (Walz et al, 2014).  

 

The magic of the ethical brands is also something discussed in their role as 

interpassive delegators of ethics to the consumers. The consumers often 

formulate an understanding of this and adjust their consumption to it. 

However, it is important that the consumption clearly presents what action 

delegates. Some brands are produced and sold with a code of conduct and are 

thus considered ethically superior to the stakeholders. This indicates that there 

are morally superior purchasing choices for some customers. It is claimed that 

ethical brands should attract political consumers that believe in the ethical and 

superior brand promise. These political consumers are often associated with 
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activist consumer types. One reason for this is because the brands allow the 

customers to illustrate themselves as positive game agents, forces for good, for 

both themselves and others. The customer categorization here is called 

indifferent customers and they engage in ethical brand consumption. The other 

category of customers that the author highlights is cynical customers and they 

are either less interested or totally disinterested in purchasing from ethical 

brands (Walz et al, 2014).  

 

2.2.3 Experiences and Reputation 

 

Here, the section starts by explaining the experience and what it stands for. 

Then, ethics are involved and how customers place brands as to ethical. 

 

Companies can choose to evaluate the responses of customers depending on 

their actions. Clapp & Vaglio (2009) highlights that companies have both an 

internal culture and an external culture, whereas the internal culture reflects 

the mindset of the staff and the external culture constitutes for instance the 

reputation of the company. The perceived purchase experience among 

customers is based on all contact points including for example by telephone, 

Web Site, In-person, through mailed information, etc and defines both the 

internal culture and the external culture. The experience is measured in impact, 

awareness, and effectiveness. The experience reflects the brand and the 

experience has to align with what it stands for. This is an important step as it 

directly impacts whether or not the customer will support the brand (Clapp & 

Vaglio, 2009).  

 

Once an ethical brand is implemented this can help the organization to 

remember their essence and stance, its promises, and agreements, meaning the 

values they have decided to stand for. Thereafter the marketing activities will 
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be created aligned with these values. The company needs to incorporate its 

ethical values with their CSR elements and implement these in their strategic 

marketing campaigns, such as in its mission and vision. Thus, it can improve 

its identity. This way of implementing the ethical brand profile with its CSR 

practices will create an identity stamp that reflects the company from inside 

and out. Such a CSR identity can constitute the starting point for the 

organization in creating its positioning associated with what the brand stands 

for and the essence of the company. This way of creating the corporate identity 

illustrates a way to construct a long term sustainable brand and increase the 

competitive advantage (Alwi et al, 2017). A study has been made on customer 

perception on ethical brands and the result says that they consider products 

that provide environmental and social qualities are seen as ethical. 

Furthermore, reputation is inherently subjective since it is based on perception. 

It is a summative experience that a certain group of stakeholders has on an 

organization (Roberts, 2009). Companies that can show that they are selling 

green products, environmentally friendly, products are associated with 

obtaining a positive reputation (Alawi et al, 2017). Furthermore, it has been 

researched that factors like product social acceptability, consumer value, the 

ethical issue in pricing, culture, and the geographic relevancy of the product 

are influencing the ethical brand identity. In addition, another factor that is 

claimed to affect brand reputation is service quality. Moreover, this showcase 

that improved service quality will enhance the company reputation in the case 

if the company delivers an ethical brand or if the brand does not result in any 

negative consequences for its stakeholders. Thus, a positive response to the 

brand reputation is obtained when the brand is proved ethical through its 

service quality offered by the company (Alwi et al, 2017).  

 

However, there is a difference in what way different stakeholders perceive 

where the ethical concern lies. At the individual level buyer, the ethical 

concern focuses on issues related to fair pricing, public responsibility, 
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leadership, and brand success meanwhile on the industrial level buyer the 

focus takes on a different direction and these stakeholders are willing to pay a 

higher price due to the ethical standpoint of a brand. Furthermore, industrial 

buyers want to promote themselves as ethically oriented brands due to the fact 

that it will increase their credibility and reputation among their own 

stakeholders. Thus it can be stated that responsibility is crucial to how the 

company manages risk and uncertainty. If the brand is implementing its ethical 

values consistently, the brand will develop an authentic communication 

element and increase its sincerity. In the next step, this sincerity could enhance 

the image of the company and its reputation among stakeholders. In sum, it 

can be concluded that there is no guarantee that consumers will buy a product 

even if the company is known for its ethical activities However, most scholars 

agree that offering ethical marketing or being associated as an ethical brand 

helps long term business performance. In addition, this can lead to an enhanced 

company reputation together with increasing sales, profit, and market share 

and hopefully improving the strategic competitive advantage (Alwi et al, 

2017).  

 

2.2.4 Being Sustainable  

 

In this part, the sustainability perspective is implemented. The importance of 

sustainability in today's society and the businesses increased importance in 

this area is discussed.  

2.2.4.1 Corporate Sustainability  

 

There are different levels for a company to implement sustainability in its 

activities. It goes from “Compliance-driven”, which consists of applying only 

the laws and regulations demanded by the state and see sustainability as an 

obligation, to “Holistic corporate sustainability”, which consists of applying 
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sustainability manners in all parts of the organization and contributing in 

improving the lives of every individual and entity and see sustainability as a 

universal responsibility (Van Marrewijk and Werre, 2003).  

 

Corporate sustainability lies within sustainable development, it is the idea of 

opposing poverty and responding to the needs of current generations while 

preserving the environment and making sure that future generations have the 

same level of resources. It relies on three pillars, (1) economic, (2) social, and 

(3) environmental (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010). 

 

2.2.4.2 Sustainability Marketing  

 

In 2009, Belz and Peattie defined Sustainable Marketing as; "Planning, 

organizing, implementing and controlling marketing resources and programs 

to satisfy consumers' wants and needs, while considering social and 

environmental criteria and meeting corporate objectives", and it relies on the 

same three pillars as corporate sustainability.   

 

In order to engage for these three pillars, three types of marketing were then 

established, (1) social marketing, (2) critical marketing, and (3) green 

marketing (Gordon, Garrigan and Hasting, 2011).   

 

Social marketing focuses on changing the behavior of societies towards a more 

sustainable lifestyle. It has a history of a successful campaign that has 

positively changed individual’s behavior (i.e. “eat healthy”, “quit smoking”) 

(Kotler 2008).  

 

Critical marketing on its part focuses on changing the thinking and behavior 

of marketers and forces innovations (Gordon, Garrigan, and Hasting, 2011).  
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Green marketing is defined as "the holistic management process responsible 

for identifying, anticipating, and satisfying the requirements of customers and 

society, profitably and sustainability” (Peattie, 1995). Furthermore, brands 

need to find a way to connect to the lives of consumers and thus enable 

sustainability in the consumption of customers in a meaningful and natural 

way. Ideally, the brands should become subjects of delivering sustainability to 

the customers in a way where the customers obtain a sensation of emotional 

and social wellbeing (Walz et al, 2014).  

 

2.2.4.3 Environmental Issues  

 

It is argued that economic growth and environmental objectives compete, 

mostly in the implementation of the classical economic model of the free 

market. Indeed, the classical model expresses the idea of maximum 

satisfaction of individuals in the market, but it fails to disclose that the 

preferences might not include the environmental necessities (DesJardins, 

1998).  

 

Furthermore, it is argued that companies evaluate their need to be 

environmentally friendly based on social expectations. Meaning, that the 

environmental responsibility expectation of a community is going to influence 

the practice of green action for the corporation (Lee, Kim and Kim, 2016).   

 

It is believed that to control environmental negative externalities (i.e. 

pollution, the abuses of non-renewable resources..) can positively affect the 

performance of corporations. However, it is argued that it is only used to 

improve the reputation of a company and has no impact on the value of the 

corporation (Kim, Park, and Ryu, 2015). 
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Public awareness of environmental issues is increasing and are willing to 

respond positively to the actions of governments, proprietarily western, and 

companies (Linders, 2006). However, there has been a commercial 

appropriation of environmental issues in order to encourage mass 

consumption. Meaning that companies and personal branders have willingly 

chosen to show the environment as something beautiful, without showing their 

actions in destroying it, in order to use it as a marketing tool (Hansen and 

Machin, 2008). 
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3. Conceptual Model  

 

In this chapter different theoretical concepts and terms are explained in 

relation to each other and thus serve as the foundation for our development of 

hypotheses. The concepts that were explained in the literature review will be 

the basis for the creation of a conceptual model. The conceptual model will 

constitute the aim of the research. 

 

3.1 Model  

 

3.1.1 Quantitative Model  

 

Following the literature review and the research, the authors have selected nine 

dimensions that are subject to question and could help them respond to the 

problem if developed. The authors have identified three dimensions that are 

directly linked to the online personal brander itself; meaning (1) ethical 

activities, (2) reputation, and (3) environmental activities. Four other 

dimensions were identified concerning the consumers; (4) sense of belonging, 

(5) customer perception, (6) purchase decision, (7) engagement activities. 

Finally, two additional dimensions were identified that are not directly linked 

either to online personal brander and/or to their customers but were having an 

incidence on them; (8) ethical challenges, (9) making a profit. The authors 

have then imagined the relationship between the different dimensions in order 

to develop the hypothesis that they will try to answer in a quantitative study.  
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Figure 1: Quantitative conceptual model 

 

3.1.2 Qualitative Model  

 

The qualitative research design is likely to be more flexible than the other 

various techniques (Astalin, 2013). Different forms of interview design can be 

used to conduct rich data (Creswell, 2007). As shown in figure (2), The authors 

followed these key concepts: ethical reputation, sustainability standards, 

partnership evaluation, social media, sense of belongingness, crucial ethical 

areas, online marketplaces, and ethical standards & code of conduct. The 

authors used these key concepts as codes in order to understand the ethical 

challenges that the online personal branders face. Codes are words or mutual 

functions that represent a cluster of data (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Easterby-

Smith et al. 2015). 
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Figure 2: Key Concept of interviews 

 

 

 

3.2. Hypotheses 

 

As previously stated by Khedher (2014), the key to success as a personal 

brander is claimed to be the creation of a persona while trying to stay as 

authentic as possible. In addition, it is stated that online personal branders can 

influence the way customers will perceive the brand. In line with this is that it 

is considered important to have a clear and consistent message (Geva et al, 

2016). Furthermore, having a unified person is also considered crucial to gain 

a competitive advantage. Moreover, it is stated that online personal branders 

use social media as a promotion tool and that the customers are using these 

platforms to perceive and spread information along with creating reputations 

on brands through social networking.  
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H1a: There is a positive relationship between personal branders' ethical 

standards and the perception of their customers.   

  

H1b: Individual generally feel that online personal branders’ social media 

activities affect their opinion on the brand.  

  

Furthermore, when people share content and sharing decisions, social media 

platform users tend to share identity relevant information. In fact, a large 

number of noncommercial people in social media like Twitter are motivated 

by reputation factors (Geva et al, 2016).  

 

Social media marketing is today incorporated by companies that provide 

marketers with benefits such as increased brand awareness, strengthened brand 

image, and increased customer knowledge about the brand. Social media has 

also resulted in developed consumer-brand interactions and engagement and it 

is easy for consumers to spread information via these platforms. Today, 

companies are associating more value to consumers' thoughts about the brand 

than the initial purchase and the term brand equity is crucial. It is about gaining 

more trust from consumers for their brand than the consumers feel for other 

brands. Consequently, it can be expected that customers' social media 

experiences will influence their attitude towards these activities and also 

improved perception of the brand (Muniz et al, 2016).  

  

H2: There is a positive relationship between the reputation of the online 

personal brander and the engagement of the customer.   

  

It is important that brands can generate an ethical surplus, which is a value that 

has been produced with ethics or the ability to create significant relations with 

customers. The ethical surplus is the values that a community has in common. 

It is claimed crucial for brands to incorporate the community´s values into their 



 

45 (140) 

brand that constitutes customers comprehension of sustainability due to the 

fact that customers tend to only pay attention to the brands that can offer them 

a sense of meaningfulness, social ties, and connectivity with others, and thus, 

enhance the brands´ competitive advantage (Walz et al, 2014).  

  

H3: There is a positive relationship between creating an ethical brand and 

gaining a strong reputation.   

  

The personal branders’ goal is to make their followers feel a sense of 

belongingness towards them (Chen, 2013). Thus, personal branders may use 

ethical actions to promote themselves or their brands as a way to enhance the 

relationship between their brand and the society (Crane, 2001). Furthermore, 

Nasruddin and Bustami (2007) found out that there was a positive relationship 

between the consumers’ perception of the brand and the brand’s ethical 

practices. 

 

H4: There is a positive relationship between the ethical activities of an online 

personal brander and my sense of belonging towards them. 

  

It is argued that economic growth and environmental objectives compete due 

to the fact that the classic economic model fulfills to satisfy the needs of the 

individual but does not implement the environmental necessities (DesJardins, 

1998).  

 

H5: There is a negative relationship between activities related to making a 

profit and the environment. 

 

Companies can implement sustainability at different levels in their 

organization whereas one level regards the compliance-driven level which 

covers regulations that the company must follow. However, the Holistic 
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corporate sustainability reflects when sustainability is being implemented in 

all parts of the organization and contributes to improving the life of every 

individual and identity and considers sustainability as a universal 

responsibility (Van Merrewijk and Werre, 2003). Furthermore, companies can 

also take on sustainability marketing at different levels, social marketing, 

critical marketing, and green marketing. Social marketing focuses on changing 

society to become more sustainable, critical marketing regarding changing the 

actions of marketers and green marketing is a holistic management process 

that focuses on implementing sustainability for both society and customers 

(Peattie, 1995). Brands also need to focus on implementing sustainability in 

the consumption of the customers in a meaningful and natural way that makes 

them sense emotional and social wellbeing (Walz et al, 2014).  

 

H6: Online personal branders are expected to be exposed to ethical challenges 

of different kinds and are also able to manage these ethical challenges. 
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4. Methods 

 

4.1 Research Approach  

 

In order to fully investigate this research gap, the authors of this paper have 

decided to conduct two investigations. One qualitative, by interviewing online 

personal branders, and the second one will be quantitative by distributing a 

survey to “consumers”, followers, of online personal branders. The reason to 

complete these two investigations is due to the fact that the intention is to 

collect data from two different market actors, both the followers and the online 

personal branders themselves. The most efficient and practical way was then 

to conduct both a quantitative and one qualitative research approach.  

 

The qualitative studies have first aimed to see the significance of the 

phenomenon and theories that will be an outcome of the study. Therefore the 

first part of the study has aimed to observe the complexity of ethics and 

sustainability within online personal branding.   

 

The inductive method was a relevant approach for the qualitative study as it 

includes the research of this less studied subject. Theories on the subject will 

evolve along with the development of the research process (Connell and Lowe, 

1997).  

 

A quantitative study was also relevant to conduct in order to investigate the 

extent of the phenomenon. It has helped to see how individuals, (i.e. customers 

of personal branders) perceive this phenomenon. The deductive approach was 
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relevant on this part as it has allowed the authors of this paper to test certain 

theories, meaning that the authors gather the primary data to answer pre-

existing theories made from the analysis of the literature review and the 

conceptual model (Bryman and Bell, 2011).  

 

4.2 Research Design 

 

The research design aims to provide a framework for data collection and its 

analysis. It will display the decisions taken about the priority given to certain 

dimensions (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to Malhotra (2019), a 

research design is “a framework or blueprint for conducting the marketing 

research project. It details the procedures necessary for obtaining the 

information needed to structure or solve marketing research problem” (p.92). 

 

In order to conduct the qualitative study, the authors have opted for an 

exploratory research design. Meaning that this thesis aims to investigate the 

subject of the research question in order to better understand this phenomenon 

with the help of semi-structured interviews. At the end of this research, the 

authors do not expect to state finite conclusions and will leave the place to 

further research (Saunders et al., 2012). In this study, the authors have aimed 

to investigate the role of online personal branders before ethical challenges, 

and to enhance their understanding of this phenomenon as well as how online 

personal branders can manage ethical challenges.  

  

On the other hand, to conduct a quantitative study, a descriptive research 

design was more suitable. Descriptive research aims to create a definite profile 

of a person or a situation (Saunders et al., 2016) In this case the authors have 

aimed to understand and investigate how the customers of online personal 

branders perceive them and perceive their relation and consequences towards 
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the environment and the ethical challenges expected to be seen. This 

quantitative research has complemented the qualitative study in order to have 

more extensive results and vision of the studied phenomenon. 

 

4.3 Operationalization 

Operationalization is the process of making the research theories and concepts 

measurable (Jacobsen, 2012). The theoretical concepts should be translated 

into questions in order to enable the researchers to ask suitable questions 

(Wilson and MacLean, 2011), as shown in Table (1). 
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 Operationalization for the qualitative data gathering  

Table 1 Operationalization for qualitative data 

              Concept Definition(s) Source(s) Question(s) 

Online personal 

branding 

Personal branding is the mechanism 

by which individuals illustrate 

themselves as brands 

(Karaduman, 2013; 

Chen, 2013; Rangarajan, 

Gelb and Vandaveer, 

2017; Tarnovskaya, 

2017; Lair, Sullivan and 

Cheney, 2005; Khedher, 

2014) 

Q1: When did you start to work with personal branding 

in some way? Are you still working with personal 

branding? 

 Q2: In what way have you worked with online personal 

branding? 

Q3: Are you often hired through online marketplaces? 

Social Media Digitalization can be used to 

connect the customers and the 

brands through social media 

platforms as the brands use the 

digitalization to show the customers 

their ethical branding efforts 

(Muniz et al, 2016; 

Schultz, Castello, and 

Morsing 2013). 

Q1:   Do you use social media or any online website to 

promote your business and what impact do you think 

this has on the customers purchase decision? 
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Ethics Ethical Issues 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Ethical branding is used as a 

competitive advantage, because 

there is an increase in 

the  perception of the customer and 

needs for ethical action from brands  

(Nasruddin and Bustami 

2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Q1: Do you have a code of conduct in your business 

that you strictly follow? 

Making profits The relationship between working 

ethically and making profits should 

be balanced, to gain profits  and 

maintain personal branders’ positive 

self-images 

  

(Mazar et al., 

2008).Balmer et al., 

2011; Okoye, 2009; 

Alwi, Ali and Nguyen, 

2017) 

Q1:  In that case, do you think that this code of conduct 

limits you in the amount of profit you make? 

Q2:  How can you be profitable while maintaining your 

ethical considerations? 
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Sustainability 

and 

environmental 

issues 

-The brands should become subjects 

of delivering sustainability to the 

customers in a way where the 

customers obtain a sensation of 

emotional and social wellbeing.  

- Means that companies and 

personal branders have willingly 

chosen to show the environment as 

something beautiful, without 

showing their actions in destroying 

it, in order to use it as a marketing 

tool. 

( Walz et al, 2014; 

Hansen and Machin, 

2008) 

Q1:  Do you implement sustainability standards in all 

your activities?  If not in all activities, in what activities 

are you sustainable in?  

Q2: What is the most crucial ethical area for you? 

Sustainability, Equality, Environment etc?  

Q3: What do you consider to be important when you are 

entering a partnership with a company from the ethical 

perspective? For example if you try to find companies 

that have certain sustainability or equality standards that 

are similar to yours? 

Brand reputation Brand reputation management is an 

important and critical element for 

businesses to grow and compete. 

Azham and ahmad, 2020; 

Navaneethakrishnan and 

Satish, 2017; Chen, 

2013; Chen, Wan, and 

Levy (2017)  

Q1: Do you think that your reputation is a main factor 

for consumers' information spreading about you and 

your business? Elaborate 

Q2: Do you think that your brand communicates a sense 

of belongingness to your customers in a way that makes 

them feel like they are in a family? 
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Operationalization for quantitative data gathering  

The interview questions should be written according to previous studies (Kallio et al., 2016). This operationalization table allows 

the researchers to measure the research theoretical concepts (Collins and Hussey, 2014; Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Table 2: Operationalization table for quantitative data  

Concept Definition (s) Source (s) Question (s) 

Online Personal 

Branding 

“The effort made by individuals to create 

awareness and visibility of their persona 

among a target audience, which enables 

them to stand out from the crowd and gain 

personal or professional success” 

(Brooks and Anumudu, 2015; 

Labrecque, Markos and 

Milne, 2011; Söderholm et 

al., 2018; Rampersad, 2008; 

Chen, 2013; Andreini, 2018). 

Q1: Have you ever heard of an online personal brander or influencer? 

Q2: I feel a sense of belonging towards the online personal branders I follow. agree/ 

disagree 

Q3: I recommend online personal branders I like. Agree/disagree 

Q4: Do you feel that online personal branders often use false marketing? 

agree/disagree 

Q5: What area in false marketing do you, in that case, see often? A: Environmental 

friendly approach B: Service/product reliability C: Oher area 
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Ethics Ethical Issues ethical branding 

strengthens the 

reputation of the brand 

thus there is an increase 

in the  perception of the 

customer and needs for 

ethical action from 

brands 

(Crane et al., 2019; Brady, 

2011; Schultz, Castello, and 

Morsing 2013; Wen and 

Song, 2017; Nasruddin and 

Bustami 2007). 

Q1: Do you think that online personal branders are expected to be exposed to 

different ethical challenges? agree/disagree 

Q2: Do you think that online personal branders can manage these ethical challenges 

in that case? agree/ disagree 

Q3: Do you, in most cases, consider online personal branders to have acted 

ethically towards you when you have encountered them? agree/ disagree 

Q4: The ethical activities of an online personal branders can be a motivation for 

me to start following them. Agree/disagree 

Making Profits unethical behaviors can 

create a dilemma 

between Personal 

branders’ profits and 

preserving a positive 

brand identity 

(Klein, Thielmann, Hilbig 

and Zettler, 2017; Shalvi, 

Handgraaf and de Dreu, 

2011). 

Q1: Do you think that having high standards concerning environmentally friendly 

activities will diminish the ability to make profit for online personal branders? agree 

/ disagree 
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Sustainability and 

Environmental 

Issues 

Ethics is a broad term 

and one branch of ethics 

is sustainability and 

environment. 

(Ihlen and Roper, 2011; 

Freimond, 2007; Iyer et al. 

1994; Wen and song, 2017; 

Svensson et al, 2014). 

Q1: Online personal branders can influence my attitude toward environmental 

issues. Agree/Disagree 

Q2: Do you think that online personal branders that you have encountered have 

been able to implement a sustainability approach? agree/disagree 

Q3: The online personal brander mostly promotes themself as ethical regarding  the 

environment! Agree/ disagree 

Brand 

reputation 

The positive Brand reputation increases the 

customer loyalty and confidence in the brand 

(Schroeder, Borgerson and 

Wu 2017; Schembri and 

Latimer 2016; Datta and 

Mukherjee, 2019; Nam, 

Baker, Ahmed and Goo, 

2020; Azham and ahmad, 

2020) 

   

 

Q1: Creating an ethical brand will result in a good reputation! Agree /disagree 

Q2: Is online personal branders reputation a reason why you choose to spread 

information about the online personal brander? agree/ disagree Q3: If yes in which 

case scenario? - when it is positive - when it is negative - for both case - never 

Q4: Is online personal branders reputation a reason why you choose to spread 

information about the online personal brander? agree/ disagree 

Q5:  If yes in which case scenario? - when it is positive - when it is negative - for 

both case - never 

Q6: Do you think that the online personal branders reputation affects your 

engagement towards/in   them? For example how much you are thinking about 

them? agree/disagree 
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Social Media The blooming of social media usage has 

resulted in developed consumer-brand 

interactions and engagement. 

  

The rise of popularity of social media has 

given a means for individuals to realize 

personal branding in an effective approach  

(Karaduman, 2013; Muniz et 

al, 2016; Chen, 2013; 

Schultz, Castello, and 

Morsing 2013). 

Q1: Do you often see online personal branders on social media? agree/disagree 

Q2: How often do you think personal branders promote themselves as ethical on 

social media ? 

Q3: Your opinion regarding the social media activities for online personal branders 

is  highly influential on your purchase decision on the product or service they are 

promoting. agree/disagree 

Q4: Do you think that an increasing share of jobs in the future will be based online? 

agree/disagree 
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4.4. Data Sources  

 

Firstly, secondary data have been used as the groundwork for this study, they 

consist of raw data collected by previous researchers (Jacobsen, 2002). They 

have helped the authors define and understand the chosen topic in order to 

formulate hypotheses. However, it is necessary to keep in mind that these data 

can be biased by the authors it was taken from and need therefore to be 

reviewed with carefulness and with a critical angle (Nykiel, 2007; Bryman, 

2012). 

 

Secondly, the primary data has helped complement the secondary data (Hox 

and Boeije, 2005). Primary data are the information gathered by primary 

sources of information, meaning the interviews and questionnaires done by the 

authors (Jacobsen, 2002). On one hand, the quantitative primary data have 

consisted of data gathered from a questionnaire that has been submitted on 

different social media such as Facebook and distributed to acquaintances of 

the authors who also shared with their own circles. For the qualitative part, in-

depth interviews have been conducted with online personal branders or people 

that work with online personal branders in some way that the authors have 

successfully managed to contact. 

 

4.5. Data Collection Methods  

 

4.5.1. Quantitative Data  

 

Bryman and Bell (2011) state that a self-completion questionnaire is a form of 

data collection method where the respondents answer all questions without 

help from an interviewer or administrator. This brings both advantages and 
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disadvantages. Examples of advantages are that there is no interviewer bias 

and it is easier to administer and distribute to a large sample. However, one 

disadvantage is the fact that respondents can´t ask the interviewer any 

questions if there is something that the respondent does not understand. It 

important is thus to make sure that the questions are easily navigated and 

understandable for all respondents. Closed questions are however a good form 

to avoid confusion and an easy way for respondents to answer (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011).  

 

The quantitative data are collected through a structured questionnaire which 

was distributed to a convenience sampling. The questionnaire was made and 

distributed through Google Surveys and it was distributed for 17 days and in 

total 186 questionnaires were collected.  

 

The questionnaire consisted of four parts that divided the questions into four 

different categories. This was made so that the respondent could easily 

navigate and understand the areas that were investigated. Before the different 

categories are implemented, a question regarding if the respondent has heard 

about an online personal brander or influencer before was asked due to the fact 

that it was important that the respondent answer yes on this question for the 

relevance of the other questions. The first category and subheading were 

“Personal Information” which contains demographic related questions of the 

respondent. The second part was “Opinion on online personal branders” and 

here the respondents clarified the opinion on online personal branders based 

on their own experience by answering the questions. The third section was 

“Ethics and online personal branders” and this part connected the ethics to the 

online personal branders business and also expressed the most relevant ethical 

area for the respondents. The fourth category was “Social Media” and here the 

respondents have shared their experience of how frequent the online personal 

branders are seen on social media and to what extent they have acted ethically 
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on these platforms. Furthermore, the presented questions are of either nominal 

scale, ordinal scale, or interval scale. 

 

The researchers have used the Likert scale for this survey. Likert scale can be 

defined as a common tool used to determine the respondents’ level of 

satisfaction or agreement (Joshi et al., 2015). It has been used because the 

Likert scale is an effective tool used to measure the survey’s questions (Joshi 

et al., 2015). For this research, a five-point Likert scale method (strongly 

disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree). A natural point exists 

between the points to balance the choices (Joshi et al., 2015).   

 

Most of the questions were structured in interval scale in the shape of a 1-5 

Likert scale where 1 is represented as strongly disagree and 5 is represented 

by strongly agree. This scale is well fitted for this survey because the middle 

value, 3, enables the respondent to give a neutral answer if needed. The 

questionnaire consists of in total of 27 questions that cover all the research 

areas of this thesis.  

 

4.5.2 Qualitative Data  

 

The qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Some 

of the interviews were conducted over a physical meeting but most of the 

interviews were conducted via Skype or Messenger voice call and were then 

recorded, of course with a received consent from the interviewees. Each 

interview took approximately 30 minutes to conduct. However, before 

conducting the interview with online personal branders, pre-testing was made 

with “experts” in the field. 
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For this particular subject, the authors conducted an interview for pre-testing 

with the CEO of a company that works with hiring online personal branders 

for other companies' usage. This pretest was considered crucial to conduct due 

to the fact that the interviewee possesses important knowledge in how many 

online personal branders work and what their ethical standards are. By 

conducting this pretest, the authors gained insights into how many online 

personal branders work. Furthermore, in-depth interviews with Influencers 

have been conducted for actual testing. As previously stated, the people 

interviewed were both Influencers and people that work with online personal 

branding in some way. 

 

Qualitative research interviewing is an effective data collection tool moreover 

it can be used to address several research questions (Mcgrath et al., 2019). 

Qualitative interviews are considered the most common data collection 

method used by the researchers (Kallio et al., 2016; Taylor, 

2005). “Qualitative research interviews are preferable when the researcher 

strives to understand the interviewee’s subjective perspective of a 

phenomenon rather than generating generalizable understandings of large 

groups of people” (Mcgrath et al., 2019 P. 1002).  

 

Qualitative interviewing has many types (Powney and Watts, 2018). For this 

research, the semi-structured interview was chosen. The semi-structured 

interviews are the most commonly used technique in qualitative research 

(DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006). The semi-structured interview has this 

popular usage because it is flexible and versatile (Kallio et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, semi-structured interviews are described as an easy data 

collection method (Wengraf, 2001). The in-depth interview enables the 

researcher to inquire intensely about personal or social issues (DiCicco-Bloom 

and Crabtree, 2006). The in-depth interviews contain open-ended questions 



 

61 (140) 

regarding a specific subject with a deep discussion between the interviewee 

and the interviewer (Easterby-Smith et al. 2015).  

 

Rigorous data collection procedures produce valid and reliable data for semi-

structured interviews (Kitto et al., 2008). The researchers should take into 

consideration the interview length of time and the number of willing 

participants (Rowley, 2012). For this research, the length of time was 15 

minutes approximately and the number of interviewees was nine interviewees. 

The researcher should determine these dimensions according to ethical 

considerations because the interviewee or the participant should know the 

length of time the interview will take, it should be clear (Mcgrath et al., 2019; 

Rowley, 2012). 

4.6 Population and Sample  

 

The population is defined as all the components that share the same 

characteristics needed for the completion of the case study (Malhotra, 2019). 

In the case of the qualitative study, it was all freelancers developing a personal 

brand online and all the companies who use the help of a freelancer to market 

themselves. In the quantitative study, it is all individuals that own one or 

several accounts on social media and that follows any kind of online personal 

brander.  

 

Sampling is the group of individuals chosen amongst the population to gather 

primary data (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In the qualitative study, it was a non-

probability sampling, meaning that the authors of this thesis have selected 

individuals that are well fitted for the interviews. On the other hand, in the 

quantitative study, it was a probability sampling inside a sample of 

convenience. Meaning that the authors have shared the questionnaire in their 



 

62 (140) 

surrounding environment. This kind of questionnaire is both time-efficient and 

cost-efficient and thus it has fit this particular research.  

 

For the quantitative study, the authors have gathered 186 answered 

questionnaires, the questionnaire did not have restriction of gender, age, 

nationality, or function, meaning that the pooled sample is wide. Out of the 

total amount of respondents, there were 89 males and 95 females. The different 

ages of the respondents are either 18-29 as one category and 30+ as one 

category. The category 18-29 represents 112 of the respondents and the 

category 30+ represents 74 of the respondents. Of all the respondents 75 

people are from Sweden, 60 people from France, and 51 people from other 

countries.  

 

 

Table 3: Population of qualitative data   

Category N % 

Gender 186 100 

Male 89 47.8% 

Female 95 51.1% 

Prefer not to say  2 1,1% 

Age 186 100 

18/29 112 60.2% 

30+ 74 39.8% 

Country of origin 186 100 

Sweden 75 40,3% 
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France 60 32,3% 

Others 51 27,4% 

 

For the qualitative study, as stated before, the authors choose the different 

people that were interviewed, table 3 sums up the different person interviewed. 

 

Table 4 : Population qualitative data  

  Gender Nationality Activity 

Magnus Noord Male Swedish CEO at Proad, Marketing 

Bureau 

Vivvi Wallin Female Swedish Lifestyle influencer 

Alexandra Pahrs Female Austrian Freelancer model 

Clément Marin  Male French Lifestyle Influencer 

Joséphine Clowez Female French Beauty product review 

freelancer 

Clara Facchetti Female French Journalist freelancer 

Marie Mas Female French Digital designer frelancer 

Karin Brunink  Female Netherlands Photographer freelancer 



 

64 (140) 

Holly Olivia Bott Female British Fashion model 

 

4.7. Choice of Data Analysis Methods  

 

4.7.1. Quantitative Data  

 

The appropriate data analysis methods in SPSS were chosen based on the aim 

of this research. Firstly, to test the relevance of the presented questions that 

were connected to the gathered data, Cronbach's Alpha has been used. This 

measure was used to test the reliability of the gathered data. According to 

Bryman and Bell (2011), Cronbach´s Alpha is a commonly known method to 

measure internal reliability. If the correlation between items is too low, it is a 

sign that the indicators most likely don't measure the same thing. The 

computed alpha value can vary between 1 and 0, where 1 indicates perfect 

internal reliability and 0 entails no internal reliability. However, a value of 0.7 

is considered to be an efficient value for internal reliability (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). To measure the relation between the different data sets, The Pearson 

Correlation Coefficient has been used. The correlation shows the linear 

relationship between two variables. According to Saunders et al, (2012), the 

valid correlation range should be between -1 and 1 where 1 is a total positive 

linear correlation. Furthermore, 0 is no linear correlation and -1 is total 

negative linear correlation. The closer to 0 the value is, the more variation 

between the data sets exists (Saunders et al, 2012). Finally, a stepwise 

regression analysis was conducted in order to see the relationship between the 

chosen variables (Pallant, 2015). This part aims to either accept or refuse the 

different hypotheses developed, in the case that the P-Value is lower than 0,5 

then the hypotheses would be accepted. 
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4.7.2. Qualitative Data 

 

An analysis is defined by Ghauri and Gronhaug (2005), as the exploitation of 

data and the extraction of its logic, following empirical research. In order to 

analyze the empirical finding of the qualitative part of this study, the authors 

have decided to use a thematic analysis. The aim of thematic analysis is to 

recognize and analyze the different patterns in the interviews (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). It involves looking for repetitions, similarities, and differences, 

it is one of the most used methods of analysis and is defined as “shorthand 

devices to label, separate, compiles, and organize data” (Charmaz, 1983; 

p186). 

 

In order to manage this thematic analysis with the collected interview data, the 

authors have used nVivo, a computer software. “nVivo” is very effective and 

useful in the process of analyzing the interview transcripts because it helps the 

researcher to explain, code and organize the text moreover this computer 

software helps the researcher manage the collected data (Rowley, 2012). 

 

4.8. Quality Criteria (Validity and reliability)  

 

Validity and reliability are two primary items used to create high credibility 

on an empirical study (Saunders et al., 2009; Jacobsen, 2002). These items are 

used to reduce the measurement errors (Hair et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 

2009), and ensure the quality of the research (Collis and Hussey, 2014). 

Validity and reliability are linked and complemented by each other because 

the data should be valid to be reliable (Bryman, 2012). Reliability differs from 

validity because validity is related to what should be measured however 

reliability is related to how it should be measured (Hair et al., 2014).  
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4.8.1 Validity  

 

The internal validity measures the purpose which the study is constructed for 

and it’s achieved when the results match the purpose of the study. External 

validity is achieved when the results can be generalized (Jacobsen, 2002). 

Validity can be used in empirical studies and thus it should contain correct and 

trustworthy data (Bryman and Bell, 2005). 

 

For the quantitative study, the authors first sent the questionnaire to four 

persons in order to make sure that the questions were understandable by the 

respondents and that the vocabulary used was accessible. Furthermore, the 

authors used the Pearson correlation coefficient. Pearson correlation 

coefficient (PCC) can be defined as a statistical metric that can be used in order 

to measure the strength and direction of a linear relationship between the 

variables (Zhou, Deng, Xia, and Fu, 2016). Construct validity can be defined 

as a measuring tool used to determine what variable should be measured 

(Malhotra, 2010). It is the process of extracting hypotheses from theory and 

literature (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to Hair et al., (2010), 

Operationalization is the way that can be used in order to construct validity for 

the questionnaire, Operationalization is a systematic approach being used to 

develop the questions from the theories and concepts.  

 

For the qualitative study, the authors had a pre-test with a management 

company in charge of personal branders, called Proad. A pre-test can help 

authors to delineate, develop, and test the questions and their main purpose 

(Yin, 2014). The pre-test has allowed authors to gain extensive knowledge on 

the matter, complemented by the previous research of the literature part, in 

order to develop in a significant way the semi-structured interviews. 
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Credibility involves establishing the truth of the research study's findings; in 

layman's terms, it means showing that the findings are accurate and honest 

(Statistical Solutions, 2020). The credibility is well preserved for the 

qualitative study due to the fact that respondents have been selected thoroughly 

to make sure that their answers are not biased and angled in any way. 

Furthermore, the authors have made sure that the interviewed online personal 

branders are working actively with online personal branding in some way to 

make their answers in the area credible. Transferability is established by 

providing readers with evidence that the research study´s findings could be 

applicable to other contexts, situations, times, and populations, (Statistic 

Solutions, 2020). Thus, the transferability can be considered good, though the 

respondents' answers can be of good use for others.  

 

4.8.2 Reliability  

 

Reliability measures to what extent the collected data are trustable and credible 

(Jacobsen, 2002), It can be defined as the measurement of to what extent the 

analysis of the collected data gives the same results at different times (Bell, 

2005). The aim is to make sure that this study can be repeatable and replicable 

for future authors (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

For the quantitative study, the authors made sure to remain objective and to 

not be biased, the fact that there are three different authors have limited this 

risk. Furthermore, the authors used Cronbach’s alpha to measure the reliability 

of the collected data. Cronbach’s alpha is “ Measure of reliability that ranges 

from 0 to 1, with values of .60 to .70 deemed the lower limit of acceptability.” 

(Hair et al., 2014, P.90). 
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For the qualitative study, the authors have made sure to use the same method 

of preparation, even if some questions were different depending on their 

history. The authors also ensure that the answers given were not influenced by 

any kind and try to remain as objective as possible.  

 

Moreover, the researchers should consider following ethical standards as a part 

of the reliability and validity of the study in order to ensure that the research 

has been conducted reliably and ethically (Fleming and Zegwaard, 2018).  

 

 

4.9. Ethical Consideration 

 

Fleming and Zegwaard (2018) as well as Silverman (2009) indicated the 

importance of ethics while conducting research. The researcher should deal 

with the challenges of conducting research ethically to protect the research 

participants’ privacy, safety, and dignity. To ensure that the research has been 

conducted in an ethical manner, some ethical issues should be taken into the 

researchers’ considerations (Babbie and Mouton, 2001; Fleming and 

Zegwaard, 2018). Firstly, informed consent is important in order to conduct 

ethical research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Hence, all the respondents 

provided verbal consent or prior permission to participate in this research after 

the researchers explained to the participant the purpose of the research 

(Neuman, 2000; Silverman, 2009).  

 

In this research, the authors decided that verbal consent is the most 

appropriate. Also, the authors have obtained permission from the respondents 

about recording these interviews. Furthermore, the researchers informed the 

participant about the purpose of the study and ensured that the questions did 
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not expose the respondent to any harm or invade their privacy (Fleming and 

Zegwaard, 2018).  

 

Scientific honesty is one of these ethical considerations which is important 

while conducting research. Thus, the authors have tried to avoid dishonest 

conduct such as the manipulation of the collected data (Brink, 1996). The 

researchers used the collected data in an honest form and entered these data in 

the SPSS computer software program accurately without any manipulation of 

the collected data. Furthermore, the researchers tried to avoid being biased 

during all the steps of the research.    
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5. Analysis  

 

This chapter begins by presenting the empirical findings for the quantitative 

study. The next section is describing the descriptive statistics generated from 

the respondents of the questionnaire. The statistics are collected from the data 

analysis program SPSS and each hypothesis is analyzed with its respective 

data singularly. Furthermore, the final section is the qualitative analysis 

which is made based on the Nvivo Software Program to identify clusters and 

patterns in the respondents' answers. 

5.1. Quantitative Analysis  

5.1.1. Hypotheses Developed  

 

The hypotheses have been slightly modified since they were initially created. 

The initial hypotheses were focused on testing relationships between 

individual variables of many different kinds that exist in the questionnaire. 

However, when the reliability check on them was made with The Cronbach's 

Alpha, the test showed that the Alpha Value for many of the hypotheses was 

below 0.6 which is the rule of thumb for lowest acceptable reliability value.  

 

Therefore the authors decided to conduct an exploratory factor analysis in 

order to find a better organization of the items measured. According to Yong 

et al (2013), the purpose of factor analysis is “to summarize data so that 

relationships and patterns can be easily interpreted and understood. It is 

normally used to regroup variables into a limited set of clusters based on 

shared variance”. This test has allowed the authors to organized the items of 

the questionnaire into four factors, (1) ethical reputation of the personal 
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branders, (2) opinion that the customer has on the personal branders, (3) 

engagement of the customers, and (4) ethical activities of the personal 

branders.  

 

Each factor represents one area of research that exists in the questionnaire and 

from that the authors have designed new hypotheses that represent the 

relationships between the factors. Thus, the hypotheses went from being 6 to 

4 and this resulted in the creation of fewer and stronger hypotheses. This was 

proved with the new Cronbach's Alpha (table 4) values that were significantly 

higher. Solely one of the 4 hypotheses had a value lower than 0.6 and that 

value is still close to being significant with a value of 0.533. Thus it can be 

stated that the reliability and internal consistency for the new hypotheses are 

higher than for the old hypotheses.  

 

It is relevant to notice that the test of exploratory factor analysis gave a fifth 

factor at first, but once it was run through the Cronbach’s Alpha test it only 

obtained a score of 0,090, therefore the authors decided to rule it out as a factor 

as its validity was too low.  

 

Following this test, a new conceptual model was developed as well as new 

hypotheses. 

  

Figure 3: Conceptual Model Revisited 
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H1: There is a positive relationship between the ethical reputation of the 

online personal brander and the opinion the customers have of them.  

H2: There is a positive relationship between the ethical activities of an online 

personal brander and the engagement of their consumers.  

H3: there’s a positive relationship between ethical reputation and engagement 

in the online personal brander 

H4: There is a positive relationship between the opinion the customers have 

of a personal brander and their engagement towards them. 

 

5.1.2. Demography and Descriptive Results  

 

From the online questionnaire that has been conducted, all the answers from 

the respondents have been collected through Google Surveys, where the 

questionnaire was originally created. Data regarding the gender and age of the 

respondents have been gathered due to the fact that an analysis based on these 

variables can be made to test if these variables can be put into relation to one 

another. The analysis process starts by tracing the answers that the respondents 

of the same gender and the same age has generated. The aim is to test if there 

is a relation to one's gender and age when it comes to the pattern in their 

answers. There are two different categories of age that generate the whole 

sample of 186 respondents. The categories were chosen as 18/29 and over 30, 

as it is argued that people under 30 might be more tech-savvy and have a wide 

knowledge of online personal branders. The first category of 18-29 stands for 

60.2 % meanwhile the other category of 30+ stands for 39.8 %. Thus, there is 

a relatively equal share of respondents in each category which improves the 

quality of the study. The third variable that exists in the questionnaire but not 

in the analysis is nationality. The reason is that, after observing the data, it 
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could be concluded that the vast majority is from either Sweden or France and 

relatively few from other countries. However, the rest of the percentage of the 

respondents represents many other countries which would be inconclusive to 

analyze, the authors would have needed a similar amount of respondents from 

each country in order to analyze the correlation. However as it is not part of 

the research study, the authors felt like it was not needed to close our study to 

only a few countries.  

5.1.2.1. Demographic and Background 

 

For the quantitative collected data, the number of respondents reached to 186 

respondents, 86.6% of the respondents equals 161 respondents have 

experience with the online personal branders or influencers and 13.4% equals 

25 respondents do not have experience with the online personal branders. This 

research considered different demographic aspects because the subject of the 

research is related to social matters. Hence, conducting the data from different 

respondents of different ages, gender, and nationalities allowed the research to 

explore more preferences.  

 

As shown in figure (4), the gender distribution figure represents the numbers 

of the respondents according to their ages. The number of respondents between 

ages 18 to 29 is 60.2% equals 112 respondents. The number of respondents 

between ages 30 to 39 is 9.1% equals 17 respondents. The number of 

respondents between the age of 40 to 50 is 12.9 % is 24 respondents. The 

number of respondents with age more than 50 is 17.7% is of 33 respondents. 
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Figure 4 Age Distribution 

 

 

As shown in figure (4), there is a variety between the respondents according 

to their genders. 51.1% of the respondents were Female equals 95 respondents. 

While the number of male respondents was 47.8% equals 89 respondents. In 

addition to 2 more respondents “prefer not to say” about their genders with a 

percentage equal to 1.1%. 

 

Figure 5: Gender distribution 
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Figure (6) expresses the numbers of the respondents according to their 

nationalities. 40% of the respondents were Swedish equals 75 respondents. 

32% of the respondents were French equals 60 respondents. 28% equals 51 

respondents were from different countries (Egypt, Italy, Canada, Germany, 

Russia, Morocco, Lithuania, United States of America, Turkey, Spain, Costa 

Rica, Pakistan, United Kingdom, and Malaysia) 

Figure 6: Nationality Distribution 

 

 

 

5.1.2.2. Descriptive Results  

 

The descriptive results, meaning, the means, the median, and the standard 

deviation, obtained for each of the four dimensions identified previously are 

found in the following table, table (5). 
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Table 5: Descriptive Results; Mean, Median and Standard Deviation per 

dimensions 

  Mean Median Std deviation 

F1 Ethical reputation 3,52 3,57 0,71 

F2 Opinion 3,08 3,13 0,58 

F3 Engagement 3,48 3,50 0,68 

F4 Ethical Activities 3,26 3,50 0,85 

 

5.1.3. Quality Criteria  

5.1.3.1. Reliability  

Cronbach’s alpha aims to measure the internal consistency, by seeing that the 

questions measure the same concept, the closest to 1, the better is the internal 

consistency (Cronk, 2016). By observing the table below it can be stated that 

all the factors have a value of higher than 0.6 individually except for factor 4 

which has a value of 0.533. However, this is still not very low and 

insignificant. This indicates that the vast majority of the factors are proven to 

have high internal consistency and reliability. When adding all the Cronbach's 

Alpha values together for all the factors, a value of 0.726 is computed, which 

indicates that the Cronbach´s Value for all the factors and variables together 

have a good internal consistency and reliability. Thus, it can be stated that the 

questionnaire in total has a high internal consistency and reliability. 

 

Table 6: Cronbach Alpha  

Variable Cronbach alpha Items 
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F1 Ethical reputation 0,760 7 

F2 Opinion 0,674 8 

F3 Engagement 0,676 6 

F4 Ethical activities 0,533 2 

 

5.1.3.2. Validity  

 

The Pearson correlation aims to measure the validity of the variables by 

determining if they measure the same subject (Cronk, 2016). The variables 

become significant when they are above the 0,05 level (2-tailed) and greatly 

significant above 0,01 level (2-Tailed). The Pearson correlation is measured 

between -1 and +1, the closest to 1 means the more the variables converge into 

an increasing linear relationship, the closest to -1 means the more the variables 

converge into a decreasing linear relationship. A weak correlation would be 

with a result under 0,5 (Bolboaca et al, 2006).  

 

Table 7: Pearson’s Correlation  

  F1 

Ethical reputation 

F2 

Opinion  

F3 

Engagement 

F4 

Ethical activities 

F1 1 0,680** 0,621** 0,090 

F2 0,680** 1 0,750** 0,192** 

F3 0,621** 0,750** 1 0,135 

F4 0,090 0,192** 0,135 1 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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5.1.4. Stepwise Regression Analysis  

 

The stepwise regression analysis is used to explore the relationship between 

multiple variables, one independent and the other dependent (Pallant, 2015). 

Stepwise regression empowers building a relationship between the 

independent variables and the dependent variables systematically (Wu et al., 

2020). The hypotheses being made as a relation between two factors, this part 

is the one that will determine whether or not the hypotheses are verified, in 

order to be verified, the P-value has to be lower than 0,05. Moreover, the R2 

shows the variation explained in the dependent variables by the independent 

ones. Therefore, it can be read that H1, which aims to see the relationship 

between the ethical reputation of personal branders (Factor 1) and the opinion 

that has its consumers of him (factor 2), is accepted (P-value<0,05) and can be 

explained at 46,2%. H2, which aims to see the relation between the ethical 

activities of a personal brander (factor 4) and the engagement of its consumers 

(factor 3), is rejected (P-value= 0,329). H3, which aims to see the relation 

between the ethical reputation of a personal brander (factor 2) and the 

engagement of its consumers (factor 3), is accepted (P-value< 0,05) and 

explained by 38,6%. And finally, H4, which aims to see the relationship 

between the opinion of the consumers of personal branders and their 

engagement is also accepted (P-value< 0,05) and explained by 56,2%.  

In order to go further with the analysis, the authors have tested if gender and 

age had an impact on the answers. As can be seen in table 6, the P-value of age 

for factor 3 is below 0,05 meaning that the age of the respondent has an 

incidence on their engagement, however, the variation explained is very low 

(5,7%). The same goes for factor 2 and 3 concerning gender. Furthermore, it 

can be seen overall, when including all the factor age does not have a 
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significance at all (P-Value = 0,302> 0,05), but gender seems to have a small 

significance with a P-value of 0,026.  

 

Table 8: Regression analysis  

Variables 
 

Total Fact 1  

Ethical 

reputation 

Fact 2 

opinion 

Fact 3 

engagement  

Fact4 

ethical 

activities 

Age R / 

R2 
 

0,076 

(0,6%)  

0,005  

(0%) 

0,090 

(0,8%) 

0,238  

(5,7%) 

0,022 (0%) 

P 0,302 0,949 0,222 0,001 0,771 

Gender R/ 

R2 
 

0,164 

(2,7%) 

0,191 

 (3,7%) 

0,231 

(5,3%) 

0,229  

(5,2%) 

0,083 

(0,7%) 

P 0,026 0,009 0,002 0,002 0,263 

Fact1 R/R2 
 

 
- 0,680 

(46,2%) 

0,621 

(38,6%) 

0,090 

(0,8%) 

P 
 

- <0,00 <0,00 0,223 

Fact 2 R/R2 
 

   
0,750 

(56,2%) 

 

P 
   

<0,000 
 

Fact 3 R/R2 
 

    
0,329 

(1,8%)  

P 
    

0,065 
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5.1.5. Hypotheses Analysis  

 

H1: There is a positive relationship between the ethical reputation of the online 

personal brander and the opinion the customers have of them is accepted. The 

first factor of this hypothesis is the ethical reputation of personal branders, 

factor 1, and the factor has an obtained mean of 3,52 and a median of 3,57. 

The second factor, factor 2, being the opinion that customers have of personal 

branders has obtained a mean of 3,08 and a median of 3.13. This means that 

the respondents tended to answer more towards agreeing than disagreeing on 

the cluster of questions represented in these factors. These two factors together 

aimed to see if consumers were concerned with the perceived level of ethics 

of the person they followed. These results show the importance of brand 

reputation, (Azham and Ahmad, 2020), that if the personal branders manage 

correctly their reputation, they will get a bigger base of followers. They also 

show that consumers have an increasing need to consume ethical brands 

(Nasruddin and Bustami 2007), and it’s not only for corporate brands anymore, 

the results show that it is now also valid for personal brands. It can be argued 

that even though consumers care that the personal branders they follow have 

a good reputation of being ethical, it does not necessarily mean that the 

reputation is linked to the activities that personal branders put in place. Factor 

1 has a Cronbach's Alpha Value of 0.760 meanwhile factor 2 has a Cronbach´s 

Alpha value of 0.674. This indicates that the internal consistency and 

reliability of both factors are considered high. Furthermore, The Pearson 

Correlation Coefficient Value between the factors is 0,680 which indicates that 

there is a correlation between the variables and that the data is valid. The 

Stepwise Regression Value of the two factors is <0.00 which indicates that the 

relationship between the factors is trustworthy with a 99 % significance level. 

Thus, it can be stated that there is a positive relationship between the ethical 
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reputation and the opinion that customers have on online personal branders 

and that the hypothesis is true.  

 

 

 

H2: There is, according to the data, no positive relationship between the 

ethical activities and the engagement of the customer. The previous theory 

with the areas ethical activities and engagement of customer states that it is 

crucial for brands to incorporate the community´s values into their own brand 

that constitutes customers comprehension of sustainability due to the fact that 

customers tend to only pay attention to the brands that can offer them a sense 

of meaningfulness, social ties, and connectivity with others, and thus, enhance 

the competitive advantage of brands (Walz et al, 2014). Furthermore, Social 

Media has also resulted in developed consumer-brand interactions and 

engagement and it is easy for consumers to spread information via these 

platforms. Today, companies are associating more value to consumer´s 

thoughts about the brand than the initial purchase and the term equity is 

crucial. It is about gaining more trust from customers for their brand than the 

consumers feel for other brands (Muniz et al, 2016). The first factor of this 

hypothesis is factor 3 which regards the engagement of the customer and 

according to table 6, it can be observed that the mean value is 3.48 meanwhile 

the median is 3.50. When observing factor 4, which regards the ethical 

activities of online personal branders, it can be observed that the mean value 

is 3.26 and the median value is 3.50. Thus, it can be stated that the average 

respondent has answered more towards agreeing than disagreeing. However, 

when looking at the internal consistency level and reliability level of the 

factors, factor 3 has a Cronbach's Alpha value of 0.676 which is acceptable 

meanwhile factor 4 has a Cronbach's Alpha value of 0.533 which is 

unacceptable due to the fact that it is below 0.6. When looking at the Pearson 

Correlation Coefficient between both factors the value is 0.135 which is 
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insignificant at the 99 % Confidence Level. Further, the Stepwise Regression 

value between the two factors is 0.065 which explains that there is no 

significant positive relationship between both of the factors and Hypothesis 2 

can thereby be rejected. Thus, it can be stated that there is no positive 

relationship between ethical activities and the engagement of the customer. 

 

 

H3: For the third hypothesis, the aim is to test if there is a positive relationship 

between the ethical reputation and the engagement of the customer. According 

to Walz et al, 2014, it is considered crucial for brands to incorporate the 

community's values into their own brand that constitutes customers 

comprehension of sustainability due to the fact that customers tend to only pay 

attention to the brands that can offer them a sense of meaningfulness, social 

ties, and thus, enhance the brand´s competitive advantage (Walz et al, 2014). 

Furthermore, having a unified person is also considered crucial to gain a 

competitive advantage. Moreover, it is stated that online personal branders use 

social media as a promotion tool and that the customers are using these 

platforms to perceive and spread information along with creating reputations 

on brands through social networking (Geva et al, 2016). By observing table 6, 

it can be seen that the factor 1, that regards the ethical reputation of the online 

personal brander has a mean value of 3.52 and a median value of 3.57. This 

indicates that the respondents have answered more in line with agreeing than 

disagreeing in these clusters of questions. Factor 3 is the next factor for this 

hypothesis and it regards the engagement for customers in online personal 

branders. When looking at table 6 it can be observed that the mean value is 

3.48 meanwhile the median value is 3.50 which indicated that the respondents 

had a tendency to agree to a higher extent than disagreeing on the questions in 

this factor. The Cronbach's Alpha value for factor 1 is 0.760 which indicates 

high internal consistency and reliability. As in the case of factor 1, factor 3 

shows a high internal consistency and reliability with a Cronbach's Alpha 
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value of 0.676. The next measure is the Pearson Correlation Coefficient and 

factor 1 in relation to factor 3 has a Pearson Correlation Coefficient Value of 

0.621 which proves that the correlation between the factors is valid. The 

Stepwise Regression shows a value of <0.00 which indicates that at a 95 % 

significance level, the relationship between the factors is significant. In total, 

with the support of the numbers, it can be concluded that the hypothesis is true 

and that there is a positive relationship between the ethical reputation and the 

engagement of the customer.  

 

H4: As per the data of the regression analysis, there is a positive relationship 

between the opinion that customers have of personal branders and their 

engagement towards them. Therefore hypothesis 4 is accepted. The first factor 

of this hypothesis is the opinion that customers have of personal brander, factor 

2, which was already stated to have a mean of 3,08 and a median of 3,13. The 

second factor is the engagement of customers towards personal branders, 

factor 3, which on its part has a mean of 3,48 and a median of 3,50. Meaning 

that respondents have tended to answer positively to the statements related to 

these two factors. It was already stated in the literature review part that with 

the help of social media, that customers were spreading information on them 

(Muniz et al, 2016) and that through it personal branders had to shape their 

identity but that other people could also add to the narrative (Brooks and 

Anumudu, 2015). However, what this hypothesis shows is that the more 

positive the opinion of customers towards a personal brander is, the more they 

are likely to engage with them, meaning creating activity around them and 

promoting them indirectly. As seen in the literature review, eWom (i.e. 

electronic word of mouth) has a significant place in the influence of the brand 

reputation, and it can be believed that it is also the case for personal brands. 

Factor 2 has a Cronbach´s Alpha Value of 0.674 and factor 3 has a Cronbach´s 

Alpha value of 0,676 which indicates that both factors have high internal 

consistency and reliability. Furthermore, the Pearson Correlation Coefficient 
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Value between the two factors is 0.750 which indicates a correlation between 

the factors and a high validity for the data. The Stepwise Regression Value 

between the factors is <0.000 which indicates that, at a 99 % significance level, 

the hypothesis is true and it can be stated that there is a positive relationship 

between the opinion of the customers of the online personal branders and the 

engagement of the customers in them. 

 

Table 9: validation of hypotheses  

H1 There is a positive relationship between the ethical 

reputation of the online personal brander and the opinion the 

customers have of them.  

Accepted 

H2 There is a positive relationship between the ethical activities 

of an online personal brander and the engagement of their 

consumers.  

Rejected 

H3 There is a positive relationship between ethical reputation 

and engagement in the online personal brander 

Accepted 

H4 There is a positive relationship between the opinion the 

customers have of a personal brander and their engagement 

towards them. 

Accepted 
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5.2. Analysis Qualitative  

 

The Nvivo Analysis has enabled the authors to categorize the data from the 

conducted interviews in a systematic way so that the data were put into 

different research sections. These research sections individually represent one 

main research area for this thesis. This structure aims to find patterns in the 

answers of the respondents that can be observed. Furthermore, the objective is 

to connect their answers to the gathered literature and observe if the previous 

research can be linked to the collected data. The Nvivo software can help you 

to organize, code, and manage your data as well as help with the analysis 

through visualization, memoing, and reporting features. The bigger research 

project it regards, the more benefit you will get out of the Nvivo environment 

(The University Of Utah, 2020).  

 

By looking at how the respondents started with online personal branding, it 

can be observed that the answers differ due to the fact that online personal 

branders are different characters. For instance, one respondent is a journalist 

meanwhile another respondent is an influencer. However, importantly, both 

are characterized as online personal branders in different ways. Their 

introduction path into online personal branding has been different. For 

instance, one created a profile on social media and reached out to the crowd, 

meanwhile one answered an ad on social media and entered a collaboration 

with a company. According to Chen, 2013, it is important to differentiate 

oneself from the competitors, to present uniqueness and distinctiveness (Chen, 

2013). Furthermore, in order to do that, it is argued that individuals need to list 

their characteristics (i.e experiences, values, beliefs) that make them peculiar 

and would be the reason why someone takes an interest in them (Khedher, 

2014). By observing the respondents' answers, it can be concluded that they 



 

86 (140) 

have, in one way or another, differentiate themselves from their competitors. 

By, for instance, looking at the Influencer, Vivvi Wallin, she clearly found her 

own path among the influencer segment and generated content that did not 

exist before her breakthrough. She is a mother with two kids and she found a 

gap in mother and child content where everyday events and activities with 

children could be shared with other mothers through social media to fill their 

everyday life with tips and recommendations for others in the same situation 

as Vivvi. Her strategy to differentiate herself can be proved to be a success by 

looking at her wide span of followers on Instagram, to be precise, over 200 

000 followers. All the interviewed online personal branders agreed upon the 

fact that it is important to stay authentic. Authentic and differentiation can be 

associated with one another and thus it can be concluded that all interviewed 

respondents consider authenticity and uniqueness to be important for their 

success. It can also be argued that even if her authenticity and her 

differentiation has worked for Vivvi and the other personal branders, even if 

it is on a smaller scale, they have also tried to fit in in some way. It can be 

theorized that even with the need to be different if the world created around 

them is too peculiar and distinct, then they wouldn't know such popularity as 

there is still a requirement to fit a certain social mold. Furthermore, it can also 

be argued that so many personal branders have tried to distinguish themselves 

in such a way that it is now almost impossible to not do something that hasn’t 

been done before. 

 

According to Tarnovskaya, 2017, it is advised to work on different media 

platforms and not focus on just one, to be present in different media allows a 

larger reach of the audience and these media offer different tools that can be 

used (Tarnovskaya, 2017). This strategy is used by Vivvi. She started on 

Facebook but expanded her business to Instagram when she noticed the vast 

blooming of that media, then she also started to send newsletters to some of 

her followers. The majority of the other interviewed online personal branders, 
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mostly the influencers, seem to only be using Instagram, however, still 

succeeding to stay authentic and outreaching with their content. When looking 

at the interviewed online personal branders and their connectivity with their 

followers, they all seem to stress the importance of the term connectivity and 

to create trust among their followers. Furthermore, to participate in the 

everyday life of their followers with comments is valued highly. From Furnier, 

1998, perspective, the goal is to influence the way customers will perceive 

personal brander. The key to this step is to do social networking, expand the 

follower base of the personal brander, and, as for a brand, get loyal customers 

(Furnier, 1998). Besides, personal branders have to encourage the co-creation 

of content, by promoting social media users to comment and post about the 

content of the personal brander. Personal branders want their customers (and 

followers) to feel a sense of belongingness towards them (Chen, 2013). Thus, 

it can be stated that the previous literature is aligned with the answers from the 

respondents on what is considered important to gain trust among followers. It 

can also be theorized or argued that with the need to gain trust from their 

followers, the personal branders could be tempted to resort to false 

advertisements to make them look better. However, false advertising as an area 

of research is omitted in this research.  

 

When going into the reputation factor, it can be stated that the respondents 

consider it important to embrace and protect it since it becomes more 

important when their community is growing. The journalist Clara Facchetti, 

for instance, doesn´t want her taste to cloud the judgment of her followers/she 

wants to remain objective when writing articles. The influencer Vivvi states 

that she has a responsibility to perform, to stay authentic, and not change 

drastically. According to Azham and Ahmad, 2020, brand reputation 

management is an important and critical element for businesses to grow and 

compete, because the positive Brand reputation increases customer loyalty and 

confidence in the brand. Hence, the market competition created challenges for 
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the brands to adopt innovative ways of branding and promoting their brands´ 

reputation (Azham and Ahmad, 2020). Therefore it can be argued that one of 

the challenges of online personal branders is also the need to keep a part of 

their life private while using it to gain visibility. They want to make sure that 

their personal opinion on this will not confuse their followers. On the other 

hand, when looking at Vivvi Wallin, she uses her private life to market herself 

and stays authentic. Her wide span of followers seems to like the way she 

shares her private life with them though she gives other mothers tips and 

recommendations on how to maintain a good and happy relation to their kids. 

Thus, it can be concluded that Vivvi Wallin is unique compared to the other 

interviewed online personal branders in the way that her priority is to share her 

private life and her entire livelihood rests on it, meanwhile the other online 

personal branders main task is to share their business life with others. It can 

thus be interesting to further analyze how bringing other people into one's 

private life can affect you. It can be questioned if it is really comfortable letting 

strangers know everything that you do in your private life. However, in the 

interview, Vivvi actually mentioned that her office is at home and she likes it 

that way because she can spend time with her kids, answer collaboration 

requests and simultaneously stay updated with messages from followers. It can 

be debated if the vast amount of time spent on her followers builds more trust 

and faithfulness among her followers compared to the other interviewed online 

personal branders. This is a question left without an answer but it is an 

interesting discussion subject. However, what is important to have in mind is 

the fact that her private life actually becomes her business and it is thus a 

matter of interpretation whether or not you can call it private life or business 

life in her case.  

 

One of the subjects discussed with the respondents was the possibility of 

refusing a partnership. One of the points where all opinions converged was the 

fact that they would not promote a product that did not fit their editorial line. 
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Moreover, even if the product could fit into their narrative, if it was of bad 

quality they wouldn’t accept it. Joséphine Clowez for instance also tries to ask 

herself what this partnership is really going to bring her. On the other hand, 

Karin Brunink believes that she is less confronted by this problem since she 

joined a management company, they are careful to offer her only partnership 

in which she could be genuinely interested in. All these acts could be related 

to the need to keep certain brand equity, that if they start promoting products 

that don’t fit with them, then the worth given to them by their customers will 

decrease (Muniz et al, 2016). 

 

By observing the answers obtained, it can be stated that most of the 

interviewed online personal branders are following a code of conduct of ethical 

standards. Mentioned by Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence (2019) is that any 

business entity should follow strict ethical standards and code of ethics. In 

order to create a positive brand reputation, online personal branders should be 

more ethical and achieve an ethical brand entity because the ethical branding 

ameliorates the brand reputation (Wen and Song, 2017). For this to happen the 

online personal branders may use ethical activities to build an ethical brand 

identity (Crane, 2001). That can be observed from the interviewees’ answers 

that all the interviewed online personal branders pay attention to specific 

ethical activities but their ethical activities differ according to their 

professions. Thus, it can be found that in all the cases of the interviewed online 

personal branders do specific ethical activities. For instance, Vivvi Wallin 

pays more attention to ethical activities related to caring about childhood, 

while the environment is a crucial ethical area for Holly Bott, and Equality is 

more important for Lexie Pahr. As mentioned by Nasruddin and Bustami 

(2007) the brand’s ethical practices increase the customers’ positive 

perception. Furthermore, by observing the interviewees’ answers it could be 

found that most of the online personal branders behave more ethically not only 

with the customers (followers) but also with all of their stakeholders. As 
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mentioned by (Olins, 2014; Alwi, Ali, and Nguyen, 2017 the brands are 

demanded to behave more ethically with all of their stakeholders including 

their followers and partners.     

 

Besides, Vivvi, Holly Boot also added that if they were to find out that the 

company in front of them had unethical manners they wouldn’t even consider 

them. It has come to their attention that the bigger their personal brand would 

get the more they had to pay attention to what they represent and therefore to 

be careful of whom they work with. This fits the sentiment that companies that 

are represented with a code of conduct are seen as morally superior by 

customers (Walz et al, 2014). For Clara Facchetti, the journalist, she would 

rather take a job into something that is not her favorite field than accept to 

work with a company that does not respect certain aspects. Marie Mas, the 

designer has expressed similar ideas saying that she could not work in a 

company that does not share her values and feels lucky as so far she was 

always offered an opportunity that made sense to her. Vivvi also stated that 

she believes that in the long run, it could only be beneficial to keep a level of 

ethics in her activities even if in the short term she was risking the loss of some 

incomes. Hence the idea that companies need to incorporate a certain level of 

ethics in their corporate identity to increase a sustainable brand that will thrive 

in the future (Alwi et al, 2017). Thus it can be theorized that there is a real 

challenge for an online personal brander to stay ethical. The dilemma of either 

staying ethical or making a profit is present. However, the online personal 

branders interviewed felt strongly on the fact that they would rather be in a 

low-income situation than compromise their identity.   

 

It could be argued that following ethical standards and building an ethical 

brand reputation could limit the amount of profit (Klein, Thielmann, Hilbig 

and Zettler, 2017; Shalvi, Handgraaf, and De Dreu, 2011). One of the online 

personal branders interviewed has confirmed that following ethical standards 
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and avoiding entering partnerships with unethical brands cause profit loss in 

the short-term, but in the long-term, it is profitable to follow ethical standards.   

 

However, all respondents also mentioned the difficulty to make sure that the 

company they were dealing with was as transparent as they said. As discussed 

by Shevchuk and Strebkov (2017), the personal branding field of work makes 

it sometimes hard to know whether or not they can trust their employers. Lexie 

mentioned that if she couldn’t find enough information about the company she 

would not go further with the partnership.  

 

When it comes to the environmental aspect of the online personal branders 

business, all of them agreed that the environment is something crucial to take 

into consideration in their business, for example, to make sure that the 

collaborating company does not have unsustainable products that can harm the 

environment. When it comes to consumption, the Instagram influencer 

Joséphine Clowez was stressing the guilt she felt when receiving lots of 

packages. She felt like she did not use all the products and decided to 

unsubscribe from packages that she did not need, to not over-consume. In 

addition, the interviewed online personal branders all agreed that they wouldn't 

dare to share their personal opinion on something they are not experts in the 

subject. According to Walz et al, 2014, brands need to find a way to connect 

to the lives of consumers and thus enable sustainability in the consumption of 

customers in a meaningful and natural way. Ideally, the brands should become 

subjects of delivering sustainability to the customers in a way where the 

customers obtain a sensation of emotional and social wellbeing (Walz et al, 

2014). It can be stated that all the interviewed online personal branders use this 

method and act environmentally friendly by avoiding to cooperate with 

unethical companies. It can be argued that this goes into the idea that trends 

are not only set by companies but also by consumers. It is the duty of 

companies, and thus online personal branders, to answer the needs of 
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consumers. Consumers are seeking environmentally friendly people to follow 

and because companies are a traditional economic actor of society, so has 

become online personal branders and it is therefore expected of them to face 

challenges such as the environment one.  

 

Furthermore, in the environmental part of the interviews, it was asked what 

could be the actions on a personal brander level towards the environment. 

Personal branders that are more seen as freelancers such as the journalist and 

the designer really felt that they needed to be a force of proposal towards the 

company. Marie Mas emphasized the fact that it was her duty to suggest 

alternative ways to do a certain type of work, that she needed to offer eco-

friendly propositions and activities that represented her values. This action 

goes into the creation of critical marketing, which is the idea that in order to 

create more sustainable marketing it is first needed to tear down the current 

one and change it (Gordon, Garrigan and Hasting, 2011). Therefore she stated 

that she could only work with companies that give her the opportunity to 

express herself, which is a feeling that was also shared with some others. On 

a more personal level, there were also some activities they felt could be done 

in order to have a more positive externality on the environment. For instance, 

Clément Marin felt that he could use his platform to communicate on eco-

friendly products and even on some current events, even if as stated before it 

was not a shared sentiment with all respondents. Other respondents such as 

Clara Facchetti and Joséphine Clowez also showed that it could be through 

small things such as the mode of transportation or the food consumed. 

Joséphine also revealed that for the last few months she has been refusing 

partnership because of the waste she was creating. She realized that even if she 

was happy to receive gifts from brands, most of the time she was then realizing 

it was only waste as the products didn’t necessarily fit her consumption. All 

online personal branders have realized that in their life they should do what 

they can to help the environment positively. However, it can be argued that 
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this desire and that need have appeared as they were growing. There are two 

possibilities for this, either that they have realized it was being asked by the 

consumer and therefore had to adapt to the demands in order to survive in the 

business. In this case, it can be speculated that they don’t actually believe in 

what they are doing and only do in order to respond to the new requirement of 

the market. The second possibility is that online personal branders have 

realized the negative aspects they were doing and are really trying to change 

the different features of their field of activity.     

 

To emphasize on the idea that it is only done by the requirement of the market; 

Marie Mas finished her interview by mentioning the idea of Greenwashing, 

talking about the fact that some companies only go into environmental friendly 

activity in order to obtain a positive reputation, which connects to the theory 

of Kim et al. (2015). However, it was also argued that what matters in ethics 

was the result (Ferrell and Gresham, 1985), to which Marie Mas added that 

even if it could be greenwashing at least it still had positive externalities and 

could also set an example. This Greenwashing raises the question of how much 

good and improvement can you make when they don’t actually believe in what 

they are doing.  
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6. Discussion  

 

This chapter aims to explain and illustrate the results of the collected Data 

from the online personal branders and their followers and clarify the 

importance of this study and what these results add to previous researches. 

 

Following the results and analysis of the research gap, the authors have written 

this discussion. First of all, a revised conceptual model was proposed 

following the results obtained in the quantitative part of this study. After 

analysis and testing the hypothesis, the authors revised the model into a more 

simplified and relevant model as shown in figure (3). Indeed, it was shown 

that the more positive the reputation of the online personal branders was, 

correspondingly the more positive were both the opinion of their customers 

regarding the online personal branders and their engagement towards them.  

 

The second hypothesis is rejected because the results showed that there is no 

positive relationship between the online personal branders’ ethical activities 

and the engagement of their followers. Thus the revised conceptual model 

doesn’t contain the influence of the online personal branders’ activities on the 

engagement of their followers, as shown in figure (3). Accordingly, the revised 

conceptual model explained that the online personal branders influence the 

followers' opinions and engagement by their brand reputation. while the 

followers influence the online personal branders by their engagement and 

opinion regarding this online personal brand which increases or decreases the 

trustworthiness for the brand (Moon, Costello, and Koo 2017) which is the 

most important aspect of any brand (Krugman and Hayes 2012; Bhandari and 

Rodgers, 2018). 



 

95 (140) 

 

Figure 7: A revised model of the ethical reputation of Online personal branders and the impacts on the 

Opinion and engagement of the followers 

 

This study conducted data from both online personal branders and their 

followers and customers to get the full image of the subject and to illustrate all 

the aspects of ethical personal branding. In the initial phase of this research, 

the problem discussion presented unclarities about online personal branders 

and how ethics affect them with the primary intention to be solved at the end 

of this thesis. As previously stated by Brady, 2011, there is a claimed 

associated dilemma among freelancers when it comes to making a profit and 

remaining ethical in their business (Brady, 2011). However, it regarded 

freelancers and there was still a research gap for online personal branders in 

specific. Thus, by observing the answers of the interviewees, it can be stated 

that their answers indicated that it sometimes, especially in the short term, can 

decrease their profit when prioritizing ethical standpoints, however, in the long 

run, achieving an ethical status will benefit their profitability. The next issue 

presented in the problem discussion is the reputation factor. However, it can 

now be stated that the interviewed online personal branders agreed that their 

reputation is deciding whom the customers choose to follow and that gaining 

a strong reputation, in general, is important for their success. The 
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environmental aspect is another factor that was highlighted in the problem 

discussion due to its relevance in today's business sectors. According to 

Freimond, 2007, it can be stated that the large preoccupation with climate 

change today has resulted in marketers restructuring their campaigns, and 

products have become environmentally friendly and green (Freimond, 2007). 

This was tested by observing the answers of the interviewees and it can be 

stated that all of the interviewed online personal branders agreed that the 

environment is something crucial to take into consideration when marketing 

themselves and when choosing companies to work with. 

Undoubtedly, there is a positive relationship between the ethical reputation 

and the opinion that their customers or followers have of them, and that result 

highlights the importance of obtaining a positive ethical reputation among the 

customers and how the positive ethical reputation can affect the impression of 

the followers and their opinions about the online personal brander. As 

mentioned by Azham and Ahmad (2020) the brand ethical reputation can 

affect customer loyalty. Moreover, the positive relationship between the 

ethical reputation of the online personal branders and the opinion their 

followers have about them proves the willingness of the follower to engage 

with an ethical brand. By observing the answers, all the interviewed online 

personal branders confirmed their interest in creating a perfect ethical 

reputation and maintaining trustworthiness because trustworthiness is the most 

important factor for any brand success (Krugman and Hayes 2012; Bhandari 

and Rodgers, 2018). Hence, all the interviewed personal branders emphasized 

that they follow their code of ethics and they refuse to engage with any 

unethical partnership. For instance, some of the interviewed personal branders 

do not share any content before they make sure of the morality of this content 

and the good ethical reputation of the writers of this content. One of the 

respondents, Vivvi Wallin indicated that the code of conduct can limit her in 

the amount of profit in the short run, but it can create a good ethical reputation 
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in the long run which consequently can increase her profitability. Thus, she 

chose to create a good ethical reputation over making more profits in the short 

run due to the fact that the customer's positive opinion on the online personal 

brander increases if the online personal brander has an ethical reputation. By 

observing the data from the questionnaire, it can be stated that it is common 

that the followers require the influencers to have ethical standards in order to 

create a positive ethical reputation about them. As mentioned by Crane, 

Matten, Glozer, and Spence (2019) following strict ethical standards are 

important for any business entity.  

The difference between the concept of ethical brand reputation and ethical 

brand activities should be clear because the ethical brand reputation is a broad 

concept meaning the general image of the brand is ethical. On the other hand, 

ethical brand activities are particular actions that online personal branders use 

to create this image or this ethical reputation. It can be seen with the answer 

given by the followers that there is no relationship between the ethical 

activities of the online personal branders and the engagement of their 

followers. On the other hand, there is a positive relationship between the 

ethical reputation and the engagement of the followers. When analyzing the 

impact of the ethical reputation and the ethical activities with the followers’ 

engagement, it can be found that the followers are preferring to engage with 

the online personal brander that has an obtained ethical reputation while the 

particular ethical activities are not enough to encourage the customers or the 

followers to engage with the online personal brander.  

From the online personal brander point of view, all the interviewed online 

personal branders confirmed that it is very important to create a perfect ethical 

reputation. This turned out to be a unanimous opinion between all the 

interviewed respondents because of the fact that the ethical brand reputation is 

one crucial cornerstone for the success of their career (Azham and Ahmad, 

2020). These results also, as per the data in the questionnaire, indicated that if 
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the online personal branders do not have an ethical image, they will not be able 

to express good impressions and positive opinions from the followers even if 

they deliver ethical activities. From the interviewed online personal branders’ 

perspective, it can be observed that online personal branders do not focus on 

specific ethical activities, however, they try to manage the whole process in an 

ethical way. All the interviewed influencers confirmed that they try to engage 

with all the ethical areas (Sustainability, environment, equality, etc), but they 

may engage more with specific ethical activities if these activities are more 

relevant to their business area. For instance, one of the interviewed online 

personal branders cared more about childhood due to the fact that her main 

followers are mothers with children. With the results from both the 

quantitative data and qualitative data, it can thus be stated that there is a 

positive relationship between the online personal branders’ ethical reputation 

and the followers’ engagement. Furthermore, there is a negative relationship 

between the online personal branders’ ethical activities and the followers’ 

engagement. 

The clarification of the relationship between the opinions of the followers and 

the followers’ engagement was one of the most important findings of this 

study. The followers’ engagements toward the personal branders increase by 

increasing the positive opinions of the followers and vice versa. So, the 

positive ethical personal brand reputation increases the followers’ positive 

opinion and engagement. But the ethical activities do not affect the followers’ 

engagement. Hence, ethical activities do not affect the opinion of the followers 

as well.   

The collected data from the questionnaire indicated that there is a positive 

relationship between ethical reputation and engagement in the online personal 

brander. The data from the qualitative interviews point out that online personal 

branders are inclined to build an ethical brand reputation to achieve good 

opinions among their followers. According to the collected data from the 
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interviews, the online personal branders try to build an ethical brand reputation 

through (1) Following ethical standards and code of conduct, (2) Engaging 

more with the followers on social media to create a positive reputation, and (3) 

Building a sense of loyalty and belongingness between their followers and 

their brands. Hence, it can be observed the results from the analysis of the 

questionnaire are matching the results of the collected interviews and in some 

areas, they complement each other. Moreover, these results are complemented 

by previous studies, considering that as Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence 

(2019) mentioned that it is important for any business process to follow a 

specific code of ethics. Also using social media platforms to create and 

develop the personal branders’ reputation (Geva et al, 2016) to make their 

followers feel the sense of loyalty and belongingness towards their brands 

(Chen, 2013). 
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7. Conclusion 

By discussing the results from the empirical data and the literature, this 

chapter restates the results and answers the research questions (1) What 

ethical challenges do online personal branders face in the business, and (2) 

How can they manage these ethical challenges? 

 

This part aims to answer the research questions by analyzing the qualitative 

and quantitative collected data. The research questions were (1) What ethical 

challenges do online personal branders face in their business?, And (2) How 

can they manage these ethical challenges? 

 

By observing the data collected from the interviewed online personal branders, 

it is found that the bullet points are the ethical challenges, and the text below 

regards how to manage these ethical challenges.  

 

1. Building an ethical reputation 

It was shown that the opinions and engagement of the followers can be affected 

by the ethical reputation of online personal branders. However, the ethical 

activities of an online personal brander do not influence the opinion of the 

followers if they don’t have an ethical reputation. Thus, creating an ethical 

reputation is the first significant challenge that can be faced by online personal 

branders.  

 

All the interviewed online personal branders confirm that creating an ethical 

reputation is important for the success of their career though they as 

influencers need to be trustworthy. 

 

By observing the answers of the interviewees on how to build an ethical 

reputation, the online personal branders should avoid engaging with unethical 
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partners. Developing their platforms on social media and following strict 

ethical standards should be valued highly. All of these points are challenges 

that the online personal branders face.  

 

2. Engagement with unethical partners. 

Engagement with unethical partners can be a challenge that online personal 

branders face and it can affect the ethical reputation of online personal 

branders negatively. So, how can online personal branders manage their 

relationships? 

According to the collected data from the interviewed online personal branders, 

one of the interviewed online personal branders said that it was mandatory for 

them to research before getting into a partnership with a company. If they were 

to market the wrong product it could jeopardize their brand reputation among 

their follower. Moreover, another interviewed online personal brander added 

that they were quite careful and picky with who they are doing partnership. 

Hence, it can be concluded that online personal branders should be 

conscientious with choosing their partners. 

Also, one of the respondents confirmed that before sharing any content they 

would make sure that both the content and source are considered ethical due 

to the fact that if they shared content from an unethical source, that, of course, 

may affect their reputation negatively.  

 

3. Developing their platforms on social media 

By observing the answers of the interviewees, it can be found that most of the 

interviewed online personal branders are enhancing and developing their tools 

on social media continuously. So, some of them started on Facebook and 

expanded to Instagram. One of them started with LinkedIn and expanded to 

use Instagram or expanding from Instagram to use Tiktok or developing their 

own website. Social media is an effective tool for online personal branders to 
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communicate with the followers, building customer loyalty, and creating an 

ethical reputation. 

 

4. Following their codes of conduct and their ethical standards 

All of the interviewed online personal branders stated that they are following 

ethical standards. They said that it could be a challenge to follow their ethical 

standards and make profits concurrently, but one of the interviewed online 

personal branders said that in the short-term they can lose profit due to avoided 

partnerships. In the long run, they think it is profitable to have a code of 

conduct and implement it in social media to create trustworthiness among the 

followers. Thus, following a strict code of conduct can limit the amount of 

profit in the short run but it can create a good ethical reputation and increase 

profitability in the long run.  

 

In sum, online personal branders are facing, now more than ever, plenty of 

different ethical challenges and issues regarding the environment. The study 

has shown that indeed the ethical dilemma of choosing ethical over profit was 

real and something lived by online personal branders every day. However, it 

has also shown that, on one hand, the smaller their influence was, the less 

likely they were to face these challenges. On the other hand, the more 

significant their community was, the more empowered they were in front of 

these challenges and therefore more aware of them as well as more prepared 

to face them.  

 

With the help of their community, online personal branders have gained tools 

and are more likely to allow themselves to refuse work and partnership if the 

companies don’t fit their standards. Moreover, even if the new technologies 

have forced online personal branders to keep a high degree of transparency 

and have forced them to do everything to be stainless, it has also helped them 

to learn about it and to be able to share their own experiences. Online personal 
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branders thrive on the fact that their lifestyle inspires people. Thus, their values 

are the reason they have gained in popularity and it is intuitive to keep them 

and not do things that don’t fit them. Obviously then there is the problem of 

the online personal branders that might have a lower level of ethical values, 

however, it was also seen in the study that these online personal followers were 

therefore forced to follow trends at the risk of doing greenwashing, meaning 

that they don’t believe in the ethical activities they do but merely try to follow 

the desire of their communities.  

 

In conclusion, online personal branders do face a certain number of ethical 

challenges including the environment. The new generation of online personal 

branders of today are more aware of this and it affects them significantly, 

however, they also have the most tools to be able to face them. In the world 

and society of today, technology allows them to prevent some difficulties 

regarding for instance the lack of information on a new possible partner. One 

of the things that will help them face these challenges is to stay authentic to 

their values, it is also a requirement form the market and their followers. By 

using these values and implementing them as a code of conduct the people 

interviewed have made it clear that it is a way for them to stay on the right 

track and not be tempted by an easier way to make a profit. The ethical 

dilemma mentioned earlier is real, however, it is less and less an issue 

considering that online personal branders see their code of conduct as an 

investment in the future. They see it as a way to gain credibility and in the long 

run might even make them earn more than by accepting the first offers. Online 

personal branders of all sorts are facing today more ethical challenges than 

ever before but they also have more manners to help them confront them.  
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8. Limitations  

During the formulation of this master thesis, the authors have encountered few 

limitations. As mentioned before the purpose of this paper is to investigate the 

challenges faced by online personal branders in ethics. In order to answer this 

question, the authors have conducted two different analyses that have brought 

different limitations. In both analyses, the authors have encountered the 

limitation of the number of respondents. Even if there has been a satisfactory 

number of respondents it can be wondered if a higher number would have 

given different results, mostly for the quantitative study. Moreover, as it was 

a convenience sample it can be argued that the respondent is mostly from the 

same socio-cultural background and could, therefore, have a more similar way 

of responding.  

 

When it comes to qualitative data gathering, other types of limitations were 

encountered. First of all, the authors have faced some difficulty to obtain 

interviews as a lot of the people contacted have never given answers or have 

given negative answers. Some of the reasons for this refusal can be attached 

to the current world situation and the COVID-19, which has disrupted the 

current world organization and has appeared and taken in significance during 

the composition of this thesis. 

 

Furthermore, when conducting qualitative interviews there is also the risk that 

the people interviewed are not completely honest and say things that they 

believe are expected from them. There is the possibility that they hide things 

in order to make themselves look better or more inadequacy with the answer 

sought and therefore could also alter the findings. 
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However, the thesis made and the data gathered have still helped the authors 

to have an extended comprehension of the subject and has allowed them to 

further the research. 

9. Implications and Further Researches  

9.1 Managerial Implications 

 

The results of this paper inform the online personal branders of the ethical 

challenges and how to manage these challenges. The online personal brander’s 

main asset is their ethical reputation which has been proved to provide them 

with trustworthy and faithful followers. It can also be stated that one major 

pillar for all online personal branders, in order to obtain followers is to be able 

to reach out through different social media. All the interviewed online personal 

branders confirmed that they utilize social media to present their profile and 

share their content. The blooming of social media together with high pressure 

of acting ethically is a motivator why it is crucial for online personal branders 

to adapt to this trend and simultaneously react smart and choose what to 

express and when to deliver it. To summarize, this research concludes major 

findings that other online personal branders can learn from and use as 

recommendations on how to increase their long term rightful and ethical 

persona along with remaining profitable.  

9.2 Ethical and Sustainable Implications  
 

This thesis has, with its findings, involved both ethical and sustainable 

implications that can be of use for online personal branders in their businesses. 

It can be concluded, with the support of the interviewed online personal 

branders and the answers by the respondents of the questionnaire, that ethics 

and sustainability are two main pillars that online personal branders have to 
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adapt to and take into consideration when conducting their business. All the 

interviewed online personal branders wisely choose to collaborate with 

companies that values both ethics and sustainability highly and refuse 

partnerships that are unethical and unsustainable, however, those partnerships 

may generate more profits in the short run. However, the interviewed online 

personal branders all agreed upon the fact that they are convinced that building 

a strong ethical and sustainable image by avoiding to collaborate with certain 

collaborators will result in more followers and consequently an increased 

profitability.  

 

9.3 Further Researches  

 

This research has been conducted with the purpose of collecting a limited and 

relevant amount of data to be used in a quite small context. Important findings 

through interviews and a questionnaire has been generated and significant 

models have been invented that can be of use for other online personal 

branders. However, even though the authors have been succeeding with 

achieving the purpose they agree that there is room for further research in the 

area. In depth case studies on different types of online personal branders, larger 

field studies, etc can be conducted to receive a wider and more complete 

perspective on what ethical challenges exist in the case of online personal 

branders and how these can be managed.  
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APPENDIX  

 

1. Interviews 

 

Interview Guide  

 

Table3: Guideline interview  

Themes Main questions Sub Topics  

Theme 

1 

In what way have you worked with online 

personal branding? 

When it started? 

How long in the field? 

How do you work? 

Theme 

2  

What do you consider important when 

entering a partnership from an ethical 

perspective? 

How the online personal 

branders select partners? 

Ethical values 

Theme 

3 

Do you think that your brand communicates 

a sense of belongingness to your customers 

in a way that make them feeling like they 

are in a family?  

Yes/ no? 

How? 

 

 

 

Interview questions with Magnus Noord- Marketing Bureay CEO:    
 

• When did you start to work with personal branding in some way?  
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Answer: The first time I encountered personal branding was 4 years ago, the 

year 2016.  

 

• In what way have you worked with online personal branding? 

 

Answer: Our business acts as agents for the influencers. We have worked with 

different areas when we bridged the gap between the influencer and the 

company. It has been everything from food influencers to food companies to 

video games influencers for gamers. The influencers generates content and 

Proad´s role is to connect these influencers with Proad´s clients, the companies 

that hires them, so that the influencer fits the company.  

 

• What do you consider to be important when you hire an influencer 

from the ethical perspective? For example if you try to find influencers 

that have certain sustainability or equality standards? 

 

Answer: We try to match the brand and the values so that both the influencer 

and the company that they are going to work with are synchronized.  

Is it common that your clients require the influencers to have ethical standards 

before entering a partnership with them?  

 

Answer: Yes, it is very important that the company that hires Proad 

have the same ethical values regarding for example sustainability etc, 

when we hire an influencer. Proad is therefore very thorough to 

connect the right infuelcer with the right company that hires them.  

 

• What is the most crucial ethical area for your customers? 

Sustainability, Equality, Environment etc?  

 

Answer: The climate and the environment.  

 

• Do you know if your clients implement sustainability standards in all their 

activities?  If not in all activities, in what activities are they sustainable in?  

 

Answer: It is hard for Proad to know all the core policies of their clients in all their 

activities. Oftentimes they get informed on the single campaigns policies when it 

regards certain areas like sustainability etc.    
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• Do you think that your reputation is a main factor for clients 

information spreading about you and your business? Elaborate 

 

Answer: It is connected in the way that if Proad finds good trustworthy 

influencers for their clients to work with and that can represent the companies 

good, the also get a good reputation.  

 

• Do you use social media or any online website to promote your 

business and what impact do you think this has on the clients purchase 

decision?  

 

Answer: Today we have a undeveloped website but it is going to be 

developed. We need to work with content when people search for our company 

on Google for instance so that they can find us. This is especially important 

for companies that are not familiar with Influencer Marketing.  

 

• Do your clients have a code of conduct in your business that they 

strictly follow? In that case, do you think that this code of conduct 

limits them in the amount of profit they make? 

Answer:  Vi reglerar det så att ofta går både företaget och influencers går med 

på samma etiska villkor. Ibland så händer det att en av parterna inte går med 

på den andras villkor och detta påverkar deras vinstchanser. Händer inte ofta 

dock  

 

• Do you think that your brand communicates a sense of belongingness 

to your clients in a way that makes them feel like they are in a family?  

Answer: Absolutely, because we act as a middle man between the Influencer 

and the company that hires us to find a influencer. We speak with the 

cooperating Influencer daily when we enter a partnership with them. We also 

have a very close bond with the company that hires us.  

 

• Are you often hired through online marketplaces?  

Answer: Relation with bureaus, they call us or we call them. Another way is 

for the company to contact the Influencer directly and then that the Influencer 

contact us by furthering the job to us.  
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What ethical challenges does online personal branders face in the business and 

how can they manage these ethical challenges?  

 

 

Questionnaire questions with Vivvi Wallin- Influencer:  
 

•  

When did you start to work with personal branding in some way? Are 

you still working with personal branding? 

 

 

Answer: I started 4 years ago with my first channel, called fixasjälv, and the 

other channel called mammasanningar 2 years ago and I am still working with 

it.  

 

 

• In what way have you worked with online personal branding? 

 

 

Answer: I started 4 years ago on Facebook because that was the most used 

social media then. Instagram has become more and more popular and I am 

using Instagram mostly today. My biggest source of profit is collaborations 

via Instagram. However, I also have other channels like for example a 

newsletter that I am sending out and the intention is to increase the number of 

followers. This newsletter is connected to fixasjälv and contains life hacks, 

smart tips etc. I also have a podcast that I am working with. My target group 

is moms and I am trying to reach out to them through the different channels.  

 

 

• What do you consider to be important when you are entering a 

partnership with a company from the ethical perspective? For example 

if you try to find companies that have certain sustainability or equality 

standards that are similar to yours?  
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Answer: I don´t select partnerships based on ethical activities and values 

firstly, I base them on the products and services that I appreciate and that I 

think my followers appreciate. But of course the ethical values are important. 

I would never enter a partnership with for example a company that produces 

sex toys or pornography stuff. The same goes for alcohol products. I also get 

a lot of proposals from people that I don´t know much about.  

 

 

• What is the most crucial ethical area for you? Sustainability, Equality, 

Environment etc?  

Answer: Children and make sure that their rights get violated through for 

example child labor.  

 

 

• Do you implement sustainability standards in all your activities?  If not 

in all activities, in what activities are you sustainable in?  

 

 

Answer: I am not doing that in particular. My focus is on the core product or 

core service in general. It is also hard for the customers and me as an influencer 

to know everything that happens off tape but I am trying to do as much 

research I can. For example if I get a proposal to promote some kind of food I 

try to check what it contains before agreeing to collaborate with the 

manufacturing company.  

 

 

• Do you think that your reputation is a main factor for consumers' 

information spreading about you and your business? Elaborate 

Answer: I definitely think so. When you work with Influencer Marketing as I 

do you have a lot of followers and as an Infleuncer you express 

trustworthiness. If I recommend something many of my followers will believe 

me and I also feel extra responsible to perform. Therefore, I feel that nowadays 

I am more picky with who I am entering a partnership with. I want to select a 

partner where I believe in the product they offer myself.  

 

 

• Do you use social media or any online website to promote your 

business and what impact do you think this has on the customers 

purchase decision?  
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Answer: My website is built with the same structure and colors as my brand 

has and I think this is a positive thing for both my followers and the 

collaborating companies. I don't think it is the deciding factor however.  

 

 

• Do you have a code of conduct in your business that you strictly 

follow? In that case, do you think that this code of conduct limits you 

in the amount of profit you make? 

 

 

Answer: Yes I have and I also think that it can limit me in the amount of profit 

I make due to the fact that I am not entering any collaboration If I am not 

supporting the product and fits into my channel. In the short run I can lose 

profit due to avoided partnerships. In the long run I think it is profitable to 

have a code of conduct and implement it in social media to create 

trustworthiness among the followers. I also think it is crucial to do my research 

before I am entering a partnership with a company. If I market the wrong 

product it can jeopardize my reputation among my followers.  

 

 

• Do you think that your brand communicates a sense of belongingness 

to your customers in a way that makes them feel like they are in a 

family?  

 

 

Answer: Yes, I think so. I think that this is a strength with my channel and 

many people write that it feels like they know me and that they are my friend. 

I also think that this has to do with the fact that I am operating in many different 

channels. Instagram can be a bit stiff but I am trying to make it more personal 

by writing long text with much content where I am mixing deeper publications 

with funny cites. I also have a podcast that is relatively unfiltered where we 

talk about everything.  

 

 

• Are you often hired through online marketplaces? 

 

Answer: Yes that happens a lot. The more famous I become that happens more 

frequently. I get both unserious and serious proposals and I am receiving many 

unfamiliar proposals. Those I am most of the time turning down.  
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INTERVIEW with Lexie Pahr 

 

• When did you start being a personal brander?  

 

Answer : To be honest i didn’t start on purpose, it was a funny coincidence, 

because i think 4 years ago, i was working for the Hahnenamm- Rennen 

Kitzbühel, and one day a ski race came to our office and they invented a new 

brand called Panda Haus and they were having caps with Panda Haus on it and 

a panda and i was like « oh the cap is so cool » can i buy it somewhere and he 

say « no, i give it to you it’s a present » and i want to the toilet and made a 

selfie and poste dit on instagram and the ski race reposted my photo and 

suddenly i had thousand followers more and from that time on people started 

to follow me and that’s it 

 

• Did you have any other partnership with company after that ? 

 

Answer : I had one partnership with Happy Socks but i think Happy Sock has 

many partnership so it’s nothing special, and some brands are still sending me 

requests but most of the time it’s a small brand like a watch or Ideal of Sweden, 

but they are sending many requests, i have many partnership with 

photographers and yeah that’s it  

 

• Is there something you consider very important before entering a 

partnership with a company like from an ethical perspective ? 

 

Answer : Yes, of course, first I check always the brand because I want the 

brand to be authentic I try to promote only brand I really like and I can support 

because I want to be authentic, I remember my cousin a few weeks ago she’s 

doing a beauty campaign and she has some product and she ask me If I could 

post them on Instagram and I was  like “okay you are my cousin but I don’t 

the product, I didn’t try them and so I won’t post on Instagram cause there’s 

some people that follow me and they trust my opinion and I can’t sell or 

promote the product if I didn’t test them” so for me It’s important that the 

products fits to me and it is authentic something I use and try it as well 

 

• Do you maintain a sustainabilities standards in your activities? Do you 

make sure that your activities are good, in an ethic manner, do you 

make sure that the companies are good or for the environement? 
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Answer :   I try to check it but sometime  the companies especially on 

Instagram you can’t find many informations on their pages, so sometime I 

don’t respond because I think that if the company wants to work with me it 

should provide more information, I want to know what are they doing and what 

way are they working, what are their ambitions or goals but right now I don’t 

have big companies so only Happy Sock, and I think everyone knows them  

 

• Would you say that would be like your code of conduct? 

 

Answer : Yes 

 

• Do you try to use your reputation to push your followers toward a more 

sustainable way of consumption?  

Answer : Yeah I try to,  

• Do you think that your brand communicates a sense of belongingness 

to your customers, do you think that people that follow you feel like 

they are part of a community with you and the other followers? 

 

Answer : Oh yes, because, I don’t have many followers I would say, of course 

its more than 5 thousands but when you compare with big influenceurs it’s 

more, but I always try to respond to my followers , all the request  to try to 

give them something back so thay have a reason to follow me  

 

• Did you ever face ethical challenges? In your personal branding, and 

you wereren’t sure what to respond 

 

Answer : Not yet 

 

• But if it happened to you would you know how to manage them?  

 

Answer : I would just respond  

 

• Do you have anything to add, about what it’s like to be an influenceur 

and your environement and what do you think is your position towards 

it?  
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Answer : To be honest I wouldn’t call myself an influenceur, I just post what 

I like and what I really support for exemple during the corona virus many 

influenceurs tell their opinion on Instagram and tell their followers what they 

think but I won’t do that because I think each person should have their own 

educated opinion and I don’t want to shape it because it is a topic I don’t know 

and I only want to tell people my opinion or attitude when I’m an expert, for 

example in ski I would give recommendations but not on health issues, or 

politic, I think it’s not my task to do it  

 

• Lastly what is the most crucial ethical area for you? Sustainability, 

equality, or evironement….  

Answer : Equality 

 

• Do you think your reputation is a main factor for consumer information 

spreading about you and your business? 

 

Answer : Yes of course, the most important thing for me is to be authentic, I 

want that when people meet me in real life they say okay that is the Lexi I 

know from Instagram, I don’t want to be fake  

 

 

 

Interview with Holly Bott 

 

• When did you start to work with personal branding in some way? Are 

you still working with personal branding? 

 

Answer: I started working with online personal branding in 2016, 4 years 

ago. 

 

• In what way have you worked with online personal branding? 

 

Answer: I am working on Instagram as a fashion model, promoting 

clothing brands. I started using my profile as a personal profile to promote 

myself and then i connected fashion companies to promote their products 

to my followers 
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• How can you be profitable while maintaining your ethical 

considerations? 

 

Answer: it’s difficult to get the balance, but i’m trying to avoid the companies 

which use unethical industrial ways for instance like using some poor asian 

countries as a cheaper employment way than in europe. So I’m trying to avoid 

these companies and promote the companies which match my ethical 

considerations. And that decreases my communications with the companies 

surly.  

 

• What do you consider to be important when you are entering a 

partnership with a company from the ethical perspective? For example 

if you try to find companies that have certain sustainability or equality 

standards that are similar to yours?  

 

Answer: sustainability, equality and environment all are important, but I am 

only following the companies’ processes, if i find any unethical attitude, I 

don’t deal with it 

 

• What is the most crucial ethical area for you? Sustainability, Equality, 

Environment etc?  

 

Answer: Environment  

 

• Do you implement sustainability standards in all your activities?  If not 

in all activities, in what activities are you sustainable in?  

 

Answer: I try to be sustainable in all my activities specially my promoting 

activities 

 

• Do you think that your reputation is a main factor for consumers' 

information spreading about you and your business? Elaborate 

 

Answer: yes of course it’s all about the reputation 

 

• Do you use social media or any online website to promote your 

business and what impact do you think this has on the customers 

purchase decision?  
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Answer: Yes i use Instagram and i think it influences the customers’ 

purchasing decision 

 

• Do you have a code of conduct in your business that you strictly 

follow? In that case, do you think that this code of conduct limits you 

in the amount of profit you make? 

 

Answer: yes i have my personal ethics and it limits the amount of profit, but 

it creates a good quality for my brand image 

 

• Do you think that your brand communicates a sense of belongingness 

to your customers in a way that makes them feel like they are in a 

family?  

 

Answer: i think so 

 

• Are you often hired through online marketplaces? 

 

Answer: No, i’m hired through my personal relationships 

 

Interview Joséphine Clowez  

  

  

• How would you define your Instagram? 

 

Answer : It started as an instagram for reviews of beauty products and it has 

changed towards a display of my artistique work, because i started doing 

illustrations on the products i was testin, and now i would say it’s really more 

to show what i can do in graphic design. 

 

• Is there company that have contacted you for partnership ? 

 

Answer : Yes, all of it happens through instagram because i haven’t finish to 

set my website 

 

• So when did you start working with personal branding ? 
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Answer : I started on the 17/12/17 and actually i didn’t think too much of it 

and never though it would take this extent, and when i started drawing and 

illustration it became really popular so i kept on going, but i really didn’t 

though on how to really promote my work it kind of just happened   

 

• Do you have a code of conduct for ethics ?  

 

Answer : I have very few offer t the moment so when i get one i usually accept 

it, i regularly work with WAM which is kindda of like Aromazone and from 

that i am more brought to work with brands that are more environement 

friendly and are more carefull towards the conception of the product. After 

that i don’t think i’ve been in contact with problematic brands, i never had to 

tell myself « do i really want to work with this brand ? » also because lately 

it’s really illustration work and less the promotion of product. When it is payed 

i tell myself « okay let’s work » et then i ask myself «  is it really gonna bring 

somehting, am i doing so because i want to or because i want to earn money » 

so i’m being carefull on that part   

 

• Are your followers sharing about you because of your reputation or 

just for basic information on your activity ? 

 

Answer : I think it’s more informative , they said « This is Joséphine and she 

does illustration » and i tend to not really exposed my point of view on things. 

Insta is very convinient for visibility and to show my work but i still struggle 

to promote myself and to take position on things, it’s something that i struggle 

to do on internet. Therefore i think people haven’t really gotten to know me, i 

posted like 2 or 3 selfies so i’m not even sure they know what i look like, so 

it’s really about my work  

 

• So when you post do you think it impacts the purchase decision of your 

followers ? 

 

Answer : I think that, with my followers i really try to keep a kind of 

relationship and connection, to create a sense of belongingness with them. I 

ask for news from them and because of that there’s this trust that was built 

between us. However i don’t have that many followers only like 7000 , so i 

think there’s only a few people thta see my posts so because of that i have a 

particular relationship with them, they’re gonna comment things like « oh 
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that’s cool i didn’t think about it » but because i don’t think i touch that many 

people i don’t think i really influence 

 

• Do you think you push your followers towards a more sustainable wy 

of consumptions ? 

 

Answer : I feel like yes, after i don’t really know how to explain it, but i don’t 

do that much product presentation where i say « look at this product i love it » 

only because it’s the last product to date. I really talk about product that i like 

and i use it to touch brands, i post and i identiied them on the pictures and then 

they call me if thy want for some partnerships. So I don’t feel like i’m pushing 

my followers into over consumption because brands send me stuff and that i 

try myself and i post if i really like it, so i don’t try to puch to much towards 

the act of purchase.  I try to be authentic  

 

• Have you ever faced ethic dilema ? 

 

Answer : I know that once i was offered a partnership, and not like i told 

myself « the brand is not ethical » and not because if was horrible but because 

what they were offering was not related to what i do. So i work with them on 

some illustration but i didn’t promote them because it didn’t fit with who i am.  

 

• What do you think of your position as an influenceur on the 

environment / society and the consequences that your activities can 

have ?  

 

Answer : Something that really bothered me, it was like 6 months ago where 

I realized that I was receiving way too much packages from several brands , 

which is cool at first. And then I saw that important influencers have stopped 

accepting packages and that’s when I realized that I was also receiving too 

much and felt that it was a lot of waste. Because I received and then I just pile 

up, and even if I give away a lot there’s still a lot left and it is bothering me. 

So now I just don’t give my address to everyone but I’m still part of some lists 

of brand that automatically send packages to me even when I send them email 

to stop. So it’s bothering me and even though I don’t feel like pushng over 

consumption I still do it a little of influence and it made me feel unconfortable, 

but there’s some product that are really cool and I want to talk about it but I 

tell myself it’s not really necessary and that’s something that is problematic to 

me so now I try to really just do illustrations of my products.  
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• So you changed your personal branding by going from products review 

to illustrations ? 

  

Answer : Yes mostly because of the products  

• Anything to add ? 

 

Answer : Well it’s a double feeling, from one side i’m thrilled to received 

packages but on the other side im just piling stuf that i can’t even used because 

there’s not for my type of skin nor my needs and i don’t know who to give it 

to, so the feeling f joy changed into a « why did i accepted it’s stupid », so 

that’s what is bothering me about my activity but it is changing. So i think 

when someon’s influence grow then their actions are changing  

 

 

Interview Clara Fachetti – Journalist freelance  

  

• How and when  did you start working with personal branding ? 

 

Answer :  I started in december of 2017, i found an announce on twitter about 

a website that was looking for a journalist with a specialty in Tennis to write a 

chronicle about it. Therefore i send my CV and cover lette and soon after they 

took me. So i did that for 2 years and also i’ve written for my school in 

september 2019  

 

• Is there important point when woring with a magazine or a company 

considerinf ethic that matters to you ?  

 

Answer : Honestly, it’s something that didn’t really thought about before 

when i first started but it was a well made website founded by students when 

the tennis department manager was once a journalist for a big canadian 

magazine and therefore the opportunity to work with her was amazing so i 

didn’t really had many question about the company. There is stuff that i do 

think about now and i would like to have a choice to work for a company that 

at least respect its employees and give them some benefits, because journalism 

can be complicated in terms of schedule but it wasn’t something i was 

wondering about before. 
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• So in the futur if you face ethical dilema how would you react ? 

 

Answer : I wasn’t thinking about it before but because now i’m doing a master 

in journalism so i’m face with thinking about it, and if i can’t find a job that 

allow me to write while respecting its employees, and environment as well but 

that would be a bonus, it’s not my priority, i’d rather do something different 

like english teacher in the meantime instead of working for a bad magazine 

that i don’t like or that don’t treat people well  

 

• Do you, as a journalist, have a certain reputation ? 

 

Answer : Yes i have to be really carefull on how i present myself, it was also 

one of those thing i wasn’t really paying attention to but now i have to, because 

depending on your twittter, you follow and repost things from people you like 

and now you kindda have to be carefull. After, i’m not attracted at all by the 

celibrity side of the job and actually it scares me a litlle that someone can stalk 

my tweets and i don’t want to be really promoting my work even though a lot 

of people are doing so. So because of that i kind od change all of my pseudos 

and strated protected my private accounts so that they are not related to my 

work. 
 

• You kinda created a persona then ?  

 

Answer : No i wouldn’t say that, but more like i want to protect my private 

life. Because for instance when you like someone’s work you stalk them, and 

when it comes to me i am a huge Federer fan and i don’t want that when 

someone reads my work that it is something he can guess and that it influences 

that they change their perception of my work. 

 

• As a freelance, what do you think is your position towards the 

environement ? 

 

Answer : I think my role is to control what i can control, meaning that in my 

private life i can afford to buy Bio i should do it, like for instance i just bought 

an iphone case that is environmental friendly, but like if i can’t afford it 

anymore i’ll buy cheaper thing that aren’t necesseraly eco friendly  
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• What do you think are the consequences of your activity on the 

environnement and the society ? 

 

Answer : As a freelance for the environement you can control how your travel 

mode, i try to do as much bike as possible and i take the public transportation, 

when i have to travel to interview people i can control this and i try to be as 

responsible as possible. After, doing somehting like partnership is not 

something i’m interested in so i don’t think i’m gonna use my influence. 

 

• Would you push your followers towards a consuption mode more 

responsible ? 

 

Answer : Except if my carrier works really well, i don’t see myself talk about 

something im not an expert on.If it is article such as « how to protect the 

environment in the tennis industry » and i’ve talked to enough expert to do so 

then maybe but otherwise no, i want to be authentic 

 

Interview Marie Mas 

  

• When and how did you start working with personal branding ? 

 

Answer : I started when i finished my study and i decided to go freelance, i 

knew it was going to be over a short amount of time before finding a job. From 

the start i try to create a brand, a personal brand so i’ve worked on my image 

because it’s also my core job, and work on my communication with my 

account on BEHANCE, i made business card and worked through linkedin 

mostly, word of mouth and BEHANCE which allows you to have a portfolio. 

BEHANCE makes it easier to be visible and the more people see your profile 

the more you gain visibilité. 

 

• When you have work with companies, is there thing on an ethics point 

of view that was primordial for you ? 

 

Answer : I actually have had a few project that i really liked working on on a 

creative point and because when i was working with these companies i knew 

it wasn’t gonna be like « do as i say » and i was free to make proposition. In 

terms of ethics i can’t say i have had clients who were unethical , but personaly 

like i couldn’t not have work for a meat company considering i’m vegan. I 
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don’t think i really had the issues, i had a project with a magazine you wanted 

to promote small local creators and craftmen, promote the Do It Yourself, and 

i love it because i found the project cool and humainly rich. The second big 

project i worked on was a small start-up who also wanting to promote small 

creators that were preselected before. After i haven’t come across big ethical 

dilema so i haven’t really spent time thinking about the question, however the 

project i did, i did them because they made sense.  

 

• So it’s like a kind of code of conduct ? 

 

Answer : Yes i found it really interesting, but i never really had to choose, it 

never was a dilema for me, i’ve never came across a shady company  

 

• What do you think are the consequences of your activities on the 

environement ?  

 

Answer : I think it’s the role of people doing communication and inside the 

artistique world to be force of proposal for their client, by offering 

alternatives.When an employer tells you that they are gonna do 3000 flyers, 

it’s in your conscience and it’s important to tell them « no that’s poluting », so 

yeah it’s our responsability to offer alternatives and to push them to be more 

responsable. And even if it’s for the trend and greenwashing if it’s in good use 

and wise then we have to do it and we have to evoluate towards it, to me if you 

don’t consider the ecological or ethical aspect you are doomed to fail. And 

doing things that are not ethical for a big brand is really bad . When you work 

for a brand it’s easy to deceive a consumer by doing a good brand image, a 

good identity a good communication, so you can deceive and give message 

that are wrong. For insctance when you work for nutella that uses palm oil 

which is really bad, but their communication is about family values and 

childhood and they try to hide the ugly things with a good communication, so 

i think it’s somehting to considering when you are doing branding . 

 

• Anything to add ?  

 

Answer : To sum up when you have strong values in your conduct, like not 

eating meat or being ecological, it’s important that they are part of your job 

and i think they kind of impose themselves to you. Your convictions are gonna 

have influence on your job, on what you are doing anf how you’re gonna do 

it.  
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Interview : KARIN BRUNINK 

 

• When did you start working with personal branding and how ?, 

 

Answer : I’ve always had a passion for photographie and horse riding, so i 

combined the 2 and i took many pictures, and i have friends that do horseriding 

but also a lot that don’t so i just decided to make a second account on instagram 

to post all my horse pictures and then i wanted to fil lit with other people’s 

picutre, so i reached out to them and my instagram grew but before that i was 

also active on fcebook, i posted a lot of my results from competition nd 

everything on there so i already had a sponsor and i think that really helped me 

with getting the next one and other brand deal as well. So before i even reached 

a thousand followers, i had already 2 brand deals i think so i was early but the 

funny thing is that i didn’t really know what i was doing because i didn’t really 

know about influenceurs so i just kind of follow the flow, i was putting pictures 

out there so i first i didn’t really know this was all happening and then i started 

to look like « okay i’m gettng a lot of followers , i have a lot of engagement i 

see it growing, why is it growing ? » so then i started to look, i did some 

research on why it was growing and everythings and so i started implementing 

that to see how far it could get and now it’s been a while like 5 years actually. 

So it’s not growing that’s hard anymore  

 

• So you have partenership, so what do you consider to be very important 

regarding ethics when you work with a company ?  

Answer : Yeah, i always try to product first and if i don’t like them then i don’t 

post them, i send them back. It has happened one time i would say,  normally 

i find something that i like, and do one post maybe and it’s done, but now i’m 

in a management so it’s different, sot hey make sure i get paid for the brand 

deal and there’s a lot more personal context, so i go to the company and i meet 

the people behind the company who normally would email you or something 

and now i get the chance the meet them and see the company, so i get more 

personnal contact which i really like. I don’t know because i’ve never had any 

negative experiences so that’s nice, but yeah if the company inspire me and 

they have got good product and everyhting. I get a lot of offers and if i don’t 

like the brand i don’t take it and nowaydays it’s easy cause i’m in a 

management so you have to pay for it if you want and then they don’t want it 
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anymore so that’s easy. But no, usually i only advertise product that i really 

like so i’m very selective in what i post, my accout isn’t full with advertisment  

 

• Do you impleament sustainability in your activities ? is there standard 

for you ? do you try to promote sustainability to your followers ? 

 

Answer : Yeah i would say my account is very positive minded cause im a 

very positive person so i want to make sure that everyone, and i feel, like i love 

my horses so it’s easy for me to advertise, do fun things with your horses, find 

some extra time, be happy, give them an extra cuddle. I really try to advertise 

to be there for animals in a positive way and a fun way. So yes  

 

• Do you think that people that follow you they feel sense of 

belongingness ? like a community  

 

Answer : I don’t know if it’s that big, but i do have people that come regularly, 

that i follow as well or people tht always comment and like my pictures and 

always want to see more but it’s they are asking question and want to see video 

i always respond, but i don’t think it’s that big 

 

• So if you were to face an ethical challenge how would you respond ?  

 

Answer : Well in this case, my management would be the ones to handle it 

but i think i would ask advices from my dad and then just try to find a way to 

get through to the company and to make sure that they try to pay or even try 

to have a good conversation with them if it’s not possible, that would be the 

main goal to do  

 

• How do you feel is your responsability, as a personal branders, towards 

the environement ?  

Answer : i don’t know how to answer that sorry 

  

• what are the consequences of your activities then ? 

 

Answer : well i decide to be very reponsible and very kind to horses so i don’t 

think there’s a negative then, i have had people commenting, « oh i got really 

inspired, and i love seeing how you are with the horses » and honestly i would 

say that it’s ony positive position  



 

136 (140) 

 

• Is there anything you want to add 

 

Answer : not really  

 

• Do you think your reputation is a main factor for consumer spreading 

information about you ? 

 

Answer : yeah i’m okay with that, i try to be spotless  

 

• What do you is the impact that you have on concumer purchase 

decision  

 

Answer : yeah they buy and it’s really crazy, i’ve had so many comments 

like « oh  which size are you wearing or what is the quality » and i say if you 

buy it just send me a picture of you and let me know how you like it, and 

they always let me know and come back to me and say if they bough it or not 

and how fitted they are with it, so it’s cray to see that people really buy it 

when you advertise it  

 

Interview : Clément Marin  

 

• When did you start working with personal branding ? 

 

Answer : I started last summer, i was contacted by the company Tom Hope 

through email, so that i could promote their new collection of bracelet  

 

• What is the most important for you to be respected concerning ethics 

when doing partnership with companies ?  

 

Answer : To me it’s important that i liked the product and the company in 

order to create a partnership, i would never recommend a product that i 

wouldn’t use or wear myself.  

 

• Do you make sure that your activities keep a certain level of ethics and 

sustainability ? 

Answer : Yes, i’ve refused partnership several times because the product was 

of really bad quality so i didn’t want to recommend it to my community.  
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• What do you think is possible for you to do to ameliorate the 

consequences your activities have on the environement ? 

 

Answer : I feel like what i can do is to communicate on certain actions and 

attitudes, communicates on certains causes et eco-friendly product in order to 

raise awereness your community on the current problems. 

 

 

 

2. Questionnaires  

We are three students at Linnaeus University that are writing our master thesis 

in Marketing. We are investigating the area of online personal branders and 

what ethical challenges they experience in their business. To clarify, a online 

personal brander is a person that uses digital platforms like websites or social 

medias to promote his/her profile as a brand and as a main source of 

promotion. This questionnaire contains questions regarding these ethical 

challenges and we seek to be informed on your opinion and experience in this 

topic.  

 

If you have any questions regarding the study or the questionnaire, feel free to 

send an email to:  

josephine.volt@icloud.com  

 

Kindly take 2 minutes of your time to fill the questionnaire. Tick the box that 

is appropriate with your answer. 

 

The questionnaire is completely anonymous  

 

Thank you for your participation 

 

 

 

 

• Have you ever heard of an online personal brander or influencer?   

Yes or No  
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1. Personal Information 

 

• What is your gender?  

Male/ Female/ Prefer not to say 

• What is your age? 

<18 / 18-29 / 30-39 / 40-50 / 50< 

• What is your nationality?  

Open Question? 

 

2. Opinion on online personal branders 

 

• When you have encountered an online personal brander ( influencer), 

do you feel that they have acted ethically correct? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Is the reputation of an online personal branders  a reason why you 

choose to communicate information to other people about the online 

personal brander? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• If you agree, in which case scenario? 

When it’s positive / When it’s negative / For both case/ Never  

• Does the engagement of online personal branders in ethical actions  

that they are involved in affect your judgement of them?  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Do you think that the online personal branders reputation affects your 

engagement in them? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Creating an ethical brand will result in a good reputation! 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

 

 

3. Ethics and online personal branders 

 

• Is good ethics important for you? If yes, what area is most important 

for you? (Only 1 alternative is possible to choose) 

No / Environment / Human Rights / Equality / Sustainability/ Others  

• The ethical activities of an online personal branders can be a 

motivation for me to start following them 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 
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• I feel a sense of belonging towards the online personal branders i 

follow 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• I recommend online personal branders i like 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Do you think that online personal branders are expected to be exposed 

to different ethical challenges? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

Do you think that online personal branders can manage these ethical 

challenges in that case?  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

The online personal brander mostly promotes themself as ethical 

regarding  the environment!  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Online personal branders can influence my attitude toward the 

environmental issues. 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

Do you think that online personal branders that you have encountered 

have been able to implement a sustainability approach?  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

Do you think that having high standards concerning environmentally 

friendly activities will diminish the ability to make profit for online 

personal branders ?  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

 

4. Social media 

 

• Do you often see online personal branders on social media? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Do you think personal branders often promote themselves as ethical on 

social media?  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Your opinion regarding the social media activities for online personal 

branders is  highly influential on your purchase decision on the product 

or service they are promoting.  

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Do you think that an increasing share of jobs in the future will be based 

online?  
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Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• Do you feel that online personal branders often use false marketing? 

Scale from 1 (strongly disagree)  to 5 (strongly agree) 

• What area in false marketing do you, in that case, see often? 

Environmental Friendly Approach / Service- product reliability / Other 

Area 

 

If you have any recommendation for the study feel free to add them 

here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


