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Background/Purpose: In contemporary business environments, brand identity is increasingly recognized as a 
critical intangible asset shaped not only by external communication but also by internal organizational factors. While 
prior research has examined organizational culture, strategic human resource management (HRM), and brand iden-
tity in related but often separate streams, limited attention has been given to their combined integration through em-
ployee-related psychological mechanisms, particularly in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) operating in 
emerging economies. The purpose of this study is to develop and empirically test a psychological integration model 
that explains how perceived organizational culture and perceived strategic HRM influence brand identity in SMEs.
Methods: The study adopts a quantitative research design based on survey data collected from 250 employees 
working in SMEs in the Republic of North Macedonia. A structured questionnaire was used to measure perceived or-
ganizational culture, perceived strategic HRM practices, employee identification, engagement, brand commitment, 
brand-consistent behavior, and brand identity. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied to test the hypothe-
sized relationships and to examine the mediating role of psychological mechanisms.
Results: The findings indicate that both perceived organizational culture and perceived strategic HRM practices 
have significant positive effects on employee-related psychological mechanisms, including identification, engage-
ment, and brand commitment. These psychological factors, in turn, significantly influence brand-consistent behavior 
and contribute to the development of internal brand identity. The results further support the proposed indirect path-
ways through which organizational factors influence brand identity via employee-related psychological processes.
Conclusion: This study contributes to the literature by proposing and validating an integrative framework that con-
nects organizational culture, HRM, and brand identity through a psychological perspective in the context of SMEs 
in an emerging economy. The findings provide important managerial implications, suggesting that SME managers 
should align organizational culture and HRM practices with brand strategy in order to strengthen internal brand co-
herence and support sustainable competitive advantage.
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1	 Introduction

In increasingly competitive and dynamic business en-
vironments, organizations are required to develop sustain-
able competitive advantages that extend beyond tangible 
resources and operational capabilities. Among the key in-

tangible assets, brand identity has received considerable 
attention because it reflects how an organization defines, 
communicates, and enacts its core values. Although brand 
identity has traditionally been examined primarily from a 
marketing perspective, contemporary research increasing-
ly recognizes employees as active contributors to the cre-
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ation and delivery of consistent brand meaning (Xiong & 
King, 2015; Piehler et al., 2016).

Internal branding provides an important mechanism 
for aligning employee attitudes and behavior with organi-
zational values and brand strategy. Employees contribute 
to brand identity through their everyday decisions, interac-
tions, and customer-facing behavior, thereby influencing 
whether the organization consistently delivers its brand 
promise (King & Grace, 2012; Buil et al., 2016). Con-
sequently, the development of a coherent brand identity 
depends not only on external communication but also on 
the internal organizational conditions that shape employee 
perceptions and behavior.

Two internal organizational dimensions are particular-
ly relevant to this process: organizational culture and stra-
tegic human resource management (HRM). Organization-
al culture provides a system of shared values, norms, and 
assumptions that guides employee interpretation and be-
havior (Schein, 2010). Strategic HRM practices—includ-
ing recruitment, training, performance management, and 
reward systems—represent formal mechanisms through 
which organizations develop employee competencies, mo-
tivation, and alignment with strategic objectives (Jiang et 
al., 2012; Collings et al., 2021).

Despite growing research on organizational culture, 
strategic HRM, employee attitudes, and internal branding, 
these areas have frequently been examined separately or 
through bilateral relationships. Existing studies have gen-
erated important insights into culture–attitude relation-
ships, HRM–performance links, and the effects of internal 
branding on employee behavior. However, less attention 
has been devoted to explaining how perceived organiza-
tional culture and perceived strategic HRM jointly influ-
ence brand identity through interconnected employee-re-
lated psychological mechanisms.

This gap is especially relevant in SMEs operating in 
emerging economies. Compared with larger organizations, 
SMEs often have less formalized structures, fewer special-
ized HR and marketing functions, and a stronger reliance 
on interpersonal relationships and direct managerial influ-
ence (Davcev et al., 2017; Jovanov et al., 2016). Under 
such conditions, employees’ perceptions of organizational 
culture and HRM practices may play an especially im-
portant role in shaping identification, engagement, brand 
commitment, and brand-consistent behavior. The Republic 
of North Macedonia provides a relevant context for ex-
amining these relationships because SMEs operate under 
resource constraints while depending heavily on employ-
ees to support organizational adaptability and brand dif-
ferentiation.

Accordingly, this study develops and empirically tests 
a psychological integration model that connects perceived 
organizational culture and perceived strategic HRM with 
brand identity through employee identification, employee 
engagement, brand commitment, and brand-consistent be-

havior. The study addresses the following research ques-
tion:

How do perceived organizational culture and perceived 
strategic HRM influence brand identity through employ-
ee-related psychological mechanisms in SMEs?

The study contributes to the literature in three ways. 
First, it integrates organizational culture, strategic HRM, 
organizational psychology, and internal branding within a 
unified explanatory model. Second, it clarifies the sequen-
tial psychological and behavioral mechanisms through 
which internal organizational conditions contribute to 
brand identity. Third, it provides empirical evidence from 
SMEs operating in an emerging economy, thereby extend-
ing knowledge beyond large organizations and more de-
veloped institutional contexts.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. 
Section 2 reviews the relevant literature and identifies the 
research gap. Section 3 develops the conceptual frame-
work and hypotheses. Section 4 explains the methodology, 
while Section 5 presents the empirical results. Section 6 
discusses the findings and their implications, and Section 
7 provides the conclusion, limitations, and directions for 
future research.

2	 Literature review

2.1	Organizational Culture and Employee 
Behavior

Organizational culture is widely recognized as a funda-
mental determinant of employee attitudes and behavior, as 
it shapes how individuals interpret organizational reality, 
interact with colleagues, and respond to managerial expec-
tations. Commonly defined as a system of shared values, 
norms, and beliefs, organizational culture provides an in-
terpretive framework that guides employee behavior and 
supports internal coordination (Schein, 2010; Denison, 
2000). Prior research has consistently shown that strong 
and coherent organizational cultures are associated with 
higher levels of employee commitment, engagement, and 
organizational effectiveness (Hartnell et al., 2011; O’Reil-
ly & Chatman, 1996).

Prior research has increasingly emphasized the psy-
chological dimension of organizational culture, suggest-
ing that culture influences not only observable behavior 
but also deeper employee perceptions, including belong-
ingness, identification, engagement, and emotional at-
tachment to the organization (Hartnell et al., 2011; Saks, 
2006). In this sense, organizational culture may be un-
derstood not merely as an organizational characteristic, 
but also as a perceived internal environment that shapes 
how employees evaluate their relationship with the or-
ganization. This distinction is especially important in sur-
vey-based research, where what is captured empirically is 
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employees’ perception of culture rather than an objective 
organizational reality.

From an internal branding perspective, culture is par-
ticularly relevant because it provides the symbolic and 
normative foundation through which employees make 
sense of organizational and brand values. A culture that 
consistently reinforces shared meanings and desired be-
havioral standards can foster stronger employee identifica-
tion and alignment with brand-related expectations. This is 
especially relevant in small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), where formal control systems are often less de-
veloped and culture frequently acts as a primary coordi-
nation mechanism. In such organizations, employees are 
typically more directly exposed to managerial values and 
daily behavioral expectations, which may strengthen the 
influence of cultural perceptions on employee psycholog-
ical states.

At the same time, the role of organizational culture 
in shaping brand-related outcomes has often been treated 
only indirectly in prior research. Although studies have 
linked culture to employee attitudes and performance, less 
attention has been given to how perceived organization-
al culture contributes to internal brand formation through 
psychological mechanisms such as identification, engage-
ment, and commitment. This limitation is particularly im-
portant in SMEs operating in emerging economies, where 
lower formalization, closer interpersonal interaction, and 
resource constraints may intensify the role of culture in 
shaping employee responses.

2.2	Strategic HRM and Internal Branding

Strategic human resource management (HRM) has 
long been regarded as an important source of organiza-
tional effectiveness and competitive advantage because 
it aligns human resource practices with broader organiza-
tional goals and strategic priorities (Jiang et al., 2012; Coll-
ings et al., 2021). HRM practices such as recruitment and 
selection, training and development, performance apprais-
al, and reward systems influence employee competencies, 
motivation, and behavioral alignment with organizational 
objectives (Guest, 2017; Becker & Huselid, 1998).

More recently, the literature has highlighted the grow-
ing intersection between HRM and branding, especially 
within the field of internal branding. Internal branding 
is commonly understood as a cross-functional process 
through which marketing and HRM practices work togeth-
er to ensure that employees understand, internalize, and 
enact brand values (Foster et al., 2010; Punjaisri & Wilson, 
2011). In this perspective, employees are not only internal 
stakeholders but also active contributors to brand value 
creation, as their day-to-day behavior shapes the consist-
ency and credibility of the brand.

Empirical research suggests that well-designed HRM 

systems can enhance employee engagement, strength-
en brand commitment, and encourage brand-consistent 
behavior (Alfes et al., 2013; Jiang et al., 2012). When 
employees perceive HRM practices as fair, supportive, 
and strategically aligned, they are more likely to experi-
ence stronger motivation and clearer role understanding, 
which can facilitate internal brand alignment. As with 
organizational culture, however, the survey-based nature 
of this study requires an important distinction: the pres-
ent research focuses on employees’ perceptions of strate-
gic HRM practices rather than objectively verified HRM 
systems. This distinction matters because employees’ 
reactions are shaped primarily by how they interpret and 
experience HR-related practices within the organization.

This issue is especially relevant in SMEs. Compared 
with larger organizations, SMEs often rely on less for-
malized HR systems, more direct managerial contact, and 
greater interpersonal visibility of employee behavior. As a 
result, the perceived consistency between HRM practices 
and organizational values may have a stronger psycholog-
ical effect on employees in SMEs than in large corpora-
tions, where bureaucratic structures and specialization 
can weaken the immediacy of such effects. Therefore, in 
SME settings, perceived strategic HRM may function not 
only as a managerial tool but also as an important internal 
branding mechanism that influences employees’ psycho-
logical attachment to the organization and its brand.

Despite growing interest in this intersection, much of 
the existing literature still examines HRM-performance 
relationships and internal branding processes separately. 
Consequently, there is still limited understanding of how 
perceived strategic HRM contributes to brand-related out-
comes through employee-level psychological mechanisms, 
especially in SMEs and emerging economy contexts.

2.3	Brand Identity and Internal Branding 
Perspective

Brand identity has traditionally been conceptualized 
as a strategic construct that reflects how organizations 
define, position, and communicate their values and dis-
tinctive characteristics (Keller, 2013). From a convention-
al marketing perspective, brand identity is often viewed 
in relation to intended market positioning and externally 
communicated brand meaning. However, more recent re-
search has increasingly emphasized that brand identity is 
not shaped exclusively through external communication, 
but is also influenced by internal organizational processes 
and employee behavior.

The internal branding perspective places employees at 
the center of this process. Employees are regarded as key 
actors in delivering brand promises, translating abstract 
brand values into concrete service experiences, and rein-
forcing consistency between intended and perceived brand 
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meaning (King & Grace, 2012; Xiong & King, 2015). In 
this regard, concepts such as brand citizenship behavior 
and employee-based brand equity further support the idea 
that employees contribute directly to the creation and 
maintenance of brand value (Morhart et al., 2009; Piehler 
et al., 2016).

At the same time, brand identity is not determined sole-
ly by internal organizational influences. It is also shaped 
by external stakeholders and environmental conditions, 
including customer expectations, competitor positioning, 
and broader market dynamics. Acknowledging these influ-
ences is theoretically important because it places internal 
brand identity within a wider relational and competitive 
context. Nevertheless, the present study focuses specifical-
ly on the internal organizational foundations of brand iden-
tity, and more precisely on how employees’ perceptions, 
attitudes, and behavior contribute to the internal strength-
ening of brand identity.

Within this perspective, internal branding initiatives 
are important because they connect organizational val-
ues, managerial systems, and employee behavior. Existing 
studies have shown that internal branding can positively 
influence employee attitudes, role clarity, well-being, and 
brand-supportive behavior. However, prior research has 
often focused more on direct links between internal brand-
ing practices and employee outcomes, while paying less 
attention to the broader organizational antecedents of in-
ternal brand identity. In particular, the role of perceived 
organizational culture and perceived strategic HRM as 
upstream conditions that shape brand identity through psy-
chological processes remains insufficiently developed.

This gap is particularly meaningful in SMEs, where 
employees often have more direct interaction with custom-
ers, greater visibility within the organization, and a strong-
er role in representing organizational values through daily 
behavior. In such contexts, internal brand identity may de-
pend less on formal brand communication systems alone 
and more on the extent to which organizational culture and 
HRM practices are experienced as coherent, credible, and 
aligned with the brand.

2.4	Psychological Mechanisms

Employee behavior is not shaped only by structural 
or managerial conditions, but also by psychological pro-
cesses through which employees interpret, internalize, and 
respond to organizational signals. For this reason, psycho-
logical mechanisms represent a crucial explanatory link 
between internal organizational factors and brand-related 
outcomes.

Social identity theory provides an important theoreti-
cal foundation for understanding this process. According 
to this perspective, individuals define themselves partly 
through their membership in social groups and organi-

zations, and stronger identification with the organization 
increases the likelihood that employees will internalize 
organizational values and align their behavior with col-
lective goals (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). In organizational 
settings, employee identification can therefore serve as a 
key mechanism through which perceived organizational 
culture translates into stronger attachment to organization-
al and brand values.

Employee engagement is another central psychologi-
cal mechanism. It is generally described as a positive and 
fulfilling work-related state characterized by vigor, dedica-
tion, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Engagement 
is important because engaged employees are more likely to 
invest discretionary effort, demonstrate positive work atti-
tudes, and enact behavior that supports organizational ob-
jectives. Similarly, commitment-related constructs, includ-
ing brand commitment, capture the degree of emotional 
attachment and loyalty that employees develop toward the 
brand and represent an important foundation for consistent 
brand-supportive action.

Self-determination theory further supports this log-
ic by emphasizing that individual behavior is shaped by 
internalized motivation and psychological needs (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). When employees perceive organization-
al practices as meaningful, supportive, and aligned with 
their values, they are more likely to respond with stronger 
motivation, engagement, and commitment. In this respect, 
organizational culture and HRM practices are unlikely to 
affect brand outcomes in a purely direct way; rather, their 
influence is filtered through employees’ perceptions, inter-
pretations, and affective responses.

Recent empirical studies increasingly support the me-
diating role of psychological constructs in explaining the 
relationship between HRM practices, organizational con-
text, and branding outcomes (Alfes et al., 2013; Buil et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, this body of research remains frag-
mented, and the explicit integration of employee identifi-
cation, engagement, and brand commitment into a single 
model linking perceived organizational culture and per-
ceived strategic HRM with brand identity remains limited. 
This limitation is even more visible in SMEs and emerging 
economies, where employees may respond more strongly 
to internal organizational conditions because of lower for-
malization and closer social interaction.

2.5	Research Gap and Integration

Although a substantial body of literature exists on or-
ganizational culture, strategic HRM, internal branding, 
and employee behavior, these research streams have of-
ten developed in parallel and have usually been examined 
through partial or bilateral relationships. Existing studies 
have provided valuable insights into culture–attitude links, 
HRM–performance relationships, and internal branding–
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employee behavior dynamics, but more limited attention 
has been given to their combined integration within a sin-
gle explanatory framework.

For this reason, it would be too strong to claim that 
no integrative approaches exist. Rather, the literature in-
dicates that there is still room for a more combined and 
context-sensitive integrative framework that explains how 
perceived organizational culture and perceived strategic 
HRM jointly influence brand identity through employ-
ee-related psychological mechanisms. This need is espe-
cially relevant in SMEs operating in emerging economies, 
where internal organizational alignment may function dif-
ferently from that in larger and more formalized firms.

In SME contexts, lower bureaucratic intensity, closer 
interpersonal ties, and resource limitations may alter the 
relative strength of direct and indirect relationships. On 
the one hand, the reduced complexity of organization-
al structures may allow employees to experience culture 
and HRM practices more directly. On the other hand, be-
cause these firms rely heavily on employees’ day-to-day 
behavior and interpersonal coordination, psychological 
mechanisms such as identification, engagement, and brand 
commitment may become especially important in translat-
ing internal organizational conditions into brand identity 
outcomes. This makes SMEs in emerging economies, in-
cluding the Republic of North Macedonia, a particularly 
relevant setting for extending current theory.

Accordingly, the present study addresses this gap by 
developing and empirically testing a psychological integra-
tion model that connects perceived organizational culture 
and perceived strategic HRM with brand identity through 
employee-related psychological mechanisms. By doing so, 
the study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, it 
integrates organizational culture, strategic HRM, internal 
branding, and organizational psychology into a more uni-
fied framework. Second, it emphasizes employees’ percep-
tions as the relevant mechanism through which internal or-
ganizational conditions influence brand-related outcomes. 
Third, it offers context-specific insight into internal brand 
formation in SMEs in an emerging economy, thereby ex-
tending the applicability of existing theory beyond large 
firms and more developed market settings.

3	 Conceptual Framework and 
Hypotheses development

3.1	Theoretical Foundation of the Model

This study adopts an interdisciplinary perspective that 
integrates organizational culture theory, strategic human 
resource management (HRM), internal branding, and 
organizational psychology in order to explain the devel-
opment of brand identity in small and medium-sized en-

terprises (SMEs). The proposed conceptual framework is 
based on the assumption that internal organizational fac-
tors influence brand identity both directly and indirectly 
through employee-related psychological mechanisms.

The theoretical foundation of the model is grounded 
in social identity theory, which explains how individuals 
internalize organizational values and define themselves in 
relation to the organizations to which they belong (Ash-
forth & Mael, 1989). When employees develop strong 
identification with the organization, they are more likely 
to align their attitudes and behavior with organizational 
and brand values. In addition, self-determination theory 
highlights the role of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in 
shaping employee behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2000), while 
internal branding theory emphasizes the role of employees 
in delivering brand promises and ensuring internal brand 
consistency (King & Grace, 2012; Xiong & King, 2015).

Within this framework, perceived organizational cul-
ture and perceived strategic HRM are conceptualized as 
key antecedent variables. These factors shape employ-
ee-related psychological states, including identification, 
engagement, and brand commitment. Brand-consistent be-
havior represents the behavioral manifestation of this psy-
chological alignment, while brand identity is positioned as 
the ultimate organizational outcome.

This perspective is particularly relevant in SMEs, 
where lower levels of formalization, closer interpersonal 
relationships, and stronger reliance on informal coordina-
tion mechanisms may amplify the role of employee per-
ceptions and psychological processes in shaping organiza-
tional outcomes.

3.2	Organizational Culture and 
Psychological Mechanisms

Organizational culture plays a central role in shaping 
employee attitudes, values, and behavior by providing a 
shared interpretive framework. When employees perceive 
organizational values as clear, meaningful, and consist-
ently reinforced, they are more likely to develop a sense of 
belonging and alignment with organizational goals.

From a psychological perspective, perceived organiza-
tional culture is expected to strengthen employee identi-
fication by aligning individual and organizational values. 
In addition, supportive and cohesive cultures contribute 
to higher levels of employee engagement by creating mo-
tivating and psychologically meaningful work environ-
ments.

These relationships may be particularly strong in 
SMEs, where employees are more directly exposed to or-
ganizational values and managerial practices, which can 
intensify the impact of perceived culture on psychological 
states.
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Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H1: Perceived organizational culture has a positive 

effect on employee identification.
H2: Perceived organizational culture has a positive 

effect on employee engagement.

3.3	Strategic HRM and Employee 
Psychological States

Strategic HRM refers to the alignment of human re-
source practices with organizational goals and long-term 
strategic priorities. Through practices such as recruitment, 
training, performance management, and reward systems, 
organizations shape employee competencies, motivation, 
and behavioral alignment.

When employees perceive HRM practices as fair, sup-
portive, and strategically aligned, they are more likely to 
develop higher levels of engagement and stronger emo-
tional attachment to the organization and its brand. In this 
respect, perceived strategic HRM influences not only em-
ployee performance but also employee attitudes and psy-
chological states.

Within the internal branding perspective, HRM prac-
tices play a critical role in reinforcing brand values and en-
couraging employees to internalize and enact these values 
in their daily work. This role is particularly important in 
SMEs, where employees often interact directly with cus-
tomers and contribute visibly to brand delivery.

Accordingly, the following hypotheses are formulated:
H3: Perceived strategic HRM practices have a positive 

effect on employee engagement.
H4: Perceived strategic HRM practices have a positive 

effect on brand commitment.

3.4	Psychological Mechanisms and 
Brand-Related Outcomes

Employee-related psychological mechanisms rep-
resent the key link between organizational factors and 
brand-related outcomes. Employee identification reflects 
the extent to which individuals define themselves in re-
lation to their organization, while engagement captures a 
positive and energized work-related state.

Employees who strongly identify with the organiza-
tion are more likely to develop emotional attachment to 
the brand, which strengthens brand commitment. Simi-
larly, engaged employees are more likely to demonstrate 
discretionary effort and behaviors that are consistent with 
organizational and brand values.

Brand commitment reflects an employee’s emotional 
attachment to the brand and is expected to directly influ-
ence internal brand identity. In addition, brand-consistent 
behavior represents the behavioral expression of psycho-

logical alignment and contributes to the reinforcement of 
brand identity.

Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H5: Employee identification has a positive effect on 

brand commitment.
H6: Employee engagement has a positive effect on 

brand-consistent behavior.
H7: Brand commitment has a positive effect on brand 

identity.
H7a: Brand-consistent behavior has a positive effect 

on brand identity.

3.5	Mediating Role of Psychological 
Mechanisms

A central assumption of this study is that the relation-
ship between organizational factors and brand identity is 
primarily indirect and operates through employee-related 
psychological mechanisms.

Perceived organizational culture and perceived stra-
tegic HRM do not directly create brand identity; rather, 
they shape how employees interpret organizational values, 
which in turn influences their identification, engagement, 
and commitment. These psychological states subsequently 
drive behavior and contribute to the development of brand 
identity.

This mediation logic is particularly relevant in SMEs, 
where employees play a central role in organizational 
functioning and brand delivery. Due to lower formaliza-
tion and stronger interpersonal interaction, psychological 
mechanisms may represent a dominant pathway through 
which organizational factors influence outcomes.

Based on this reasoning, the following mediation hy-
potheses are proposed:

H8: Employee identification and brand commitment 
serially mediate the relationship between perceived organ-
izational culture and brand identity.

H9: Employee engagement and brand-consistent be-
havior serially mediate the relationship between perceived 
strategic HRM and brand identity.

H10: Brand commitment mediates the relationship be-
tween employee identification and brand identity.

H11: Brand-consistent behavior mediates the relation-
ship between employee engagement and brand identity.

Beyond the full serial chains (H8 and H9), the two 
downstream links are specified as hypotheses in their own 
right (H10 and H11) because each carries independent 
theoretical weight. Employees who identify themselves 
in terms of their organization are expected to extend 
that self-definition to its brand, converting identification 
into an affective attachment and willingness to invest in 
the brand’s success; brand commitment is therefore the 
proximal psychological state through which identification 
translates into a coherent brand identity (H10). In parallel, 
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engagement translates into the energy and effort that em-
ployees must expend for brand promises to be enacted at 
the point of contact; however, engagement is affectively 
and motivationally general rather than brand-specific. It is 
only when that energy is channelled into brand-consistent 
behavior - the observable presentation of brand values in 
day-to-day work - that it becomes visible to stakeholders 
and consolidates into brand identity (H11). Testing these 
component paths separately establishes that each internal 
link holds on its own before the longer sequences proposed 
in H8 and H9 are evaluated.

3.6	Conceptual Model

Based on the theoretical arguments and hypotheses 
developed above, this study proposes an integrative con-
ceptual model that explains how perceived organizational 
culture and perceived strategic HRM influence brand iden-
tity through employee-related psychological mechanisms.

The model positions organizational culture and strate-
gic HRM as antecedent variables, employee identification 
and engagement as initial psychological mediators, brand 
commitment and brand-consistent behavior as intermedi-
ate mechanisms, and brand identity as the final outcome 
variable.

More specifically, perceived organizational culture is 
expected to strengthen employee identification and en-
gagement, while perceived strategic HRM enhances en-
gagement and brand commitment. Employee identification 
contributes to brand commitment, engagement promotes 
brand-consistent behavior, and both brand commitment 

and brand-consistent behavior contribute to the develop-
ment of internal brand identity.

The proposed relationships are illustrated in Figure 1.
The figure presents the conceptual framework of the 

study. Perceived organizational culture and perceived stra-
tegic HRM are modeled as antecedent variables influenc-
ing employee identification and employee engagement. 
These psychological mechanisms further affect brand 
commitment and brand-consistent behavior, which repre-
sent key intermediate outcomes. Both brand commitment 
and brand-consistent behavior contribute to the develop-
ment of brand identity as the final outcome variable. The 
model also includes indirect relationships, where psycho-
logical mechanisms mediate the effects of organizational 
factors on brand identity. 

4	 Methodology

4.1	Research Design

This study adopts a quantitative research design to em-
pirically test the proposed conceptual model and the hy-
pothesized relationships among perceived organizational 
culture, perceived strategic human resource management 
(HRM), employee-related psychological mechanisms, and 
brand identity. A survey-based approach was employed, as 
it enables the systematic collection of standardized data 
from a relatively large sample and supports the application 
of multivariate statistical techniques.

Figure 1: Conceptual Model of the Study
Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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The research design is cross-sectional, capturing em-
ployee perceptions at a single point in time. While this ap-
proach is appropriate for testing theoretical relationships 
among latent constructs, it does not allow for strong causal 
inference, which is acknowledged as a limitation of the 
study.

Importantly, the study focuses on employees’ percep-
tions of organizational culture and strategic HRM practic-
es rather than objective organizational characteristics. This 
distinction is essential because employee attitudes and be-
havior are primarily shaped by how individuals interpret 
and experience internal organizational conditions.

4.2	Sample and Data Collection

The empirical analysis was based on data collect-
ed from 250 respondents working in 150 small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the Republic of North 
Macedonia. Data collection was conducted between Feb-
ruary and April 2026 using a combination of online and 
paper-based questionnaires. A total of 300 questionnaires 
were distributed, of which 250 complete and usable re-
sponses were retained for analysis, resulting in an effective 
response rate of 83.3%. Cases containing incomplete re-
sponses were excluded before the analysis.

A non-probability sampling approach combining pur-
posive and convenience sampling was applied. An initial 
pool of potentially eligible enterprises was identified using 
publicly available information from the Central Registry 
of the Republic of North Macedonia, complemented by 
the personal, professional, and academic networks of the 
research team. The professional and academic networks 
represented the primary channel through which the en-
terprises were contacted and invited to participate. From 
the initial pool, enterprises were purposively selected to 
provide structural variation across the three SME size cat-
egories defined by the European Commission and the four 
economic sectors included in the study (European Com-
mission, 2003; Etikan et al., 2016).

The final company sample consisted of 50 micro-en-
terprises, 50 small enterprises, and 50 medium-sized en-
terprises. In terms of sectoral distribution, 25 enterprises 
operated in manufacturing, 50 in services, 50 in trade, and 
25 in information and communication technology (ICT). 
The participating enterprises were located in multiple cit-
ies and regions of the Republic of North Macedonia, there-
by reducing excessive geographic concentration within the 
sample.

Within each participating enterprise, a designated in-
ternal contact facilitated access to eligible respondents. 
In micro-enterprises, this role was generally performed 
by the owner or manager, whereas in small and medi-
um-sized enterprises, questionnaires were distributed with 
the assistance of an HR or administrative representative. 

The designated contact provided eligible employees with 
either an online questionnaire link or a paper copy. Em-
ployees decided independently and voluntarily whether to 
participate, and no individual respondent was required to 
complete the questionnaire. This approach was appropriate 
because direct researcher access to individual employees 
within participating enterprises was not always feasible 
(Fowler, 2014).

Employees were eligible to participate if they: (1) were 
employed by an enterprise meeting the European Union 
SME classification of fewer than 250 employees (Euro-
pean Commission, 2003); (2) had worked in the organi-
zation for at least six months, ensuring sufficient exposure 
to its organizational culture, HR practices, and brand-re-
lated routines; (3) held full-time or otherwise substantive 
employment status; and (4) provided voluntary informed 
consent after receiving information about the purpose of 
the study.

One respondent was included from each micro-enter-
prise, whereas two respondents were included from each 
small and medium-sized enterprise. Accordingly, the final 
sample comprised 50 respondents from micro-enterprises, 
100 respondents from small enterprises, and 100 respond-
ents from medium-sized enterprises. Both managerial and 
non-managerial perspectives were represented across the 
overall sample: 151 respondents held managerial posi-
tions, while 99 were non-managerial employees.

Several measures were taken to reduce potential selec-
tion bias associated with the non-probability sampling de-
sign. First, ex ante targets were applied for enterprise size 
and sector, preventing the sample from being dominated 
by a single, readily accessible category of enterprises (Eti-
kan et al., 2016). Second, enterprises from multiple cities 
and regions were included to increase geographic varia-
tion. Third, both managerial and non-managerial respond-
ents were represented across the overall sample, reducing 
reliance on a purely top-management perspective. Finally, 
participation was voluntary and anonymous, and respond-
ents were assured that their answers would remain con-
fidential and be used exclusively for academic purposes, 
thereby reducing potential consent and social-desirability 
pressures (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Nevertheless, consistent 
with the limitations of purposive and convenience sam-
pling, the findings are interpreted as context-specific and 
not as statistically representative of the entire population 
of SMEs in the Republic of North Macedonia (Jager et al., 
2017; Sedgwick, 2013).

The sample included 145 women (58.0%) and 105 
men (42.0%). The largest proportion of respondents was 
between 25 and 34 years of age, while most participants 
reported between 8 and 10 years of organizational tenure. 
A more detailed demographic overview is provided in the 
Results section.

The sample size of 250 respondents was considered 
adequate for structural equation modeling, following es-
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tablished recommendations of a minimum ratio of 5–10 
respondents per estimated parameter (Hair et al., 2019).

4.3	Measurement Instruments

All constructs included in the study were measured 
using established multi-item scales adapted from prior re-
search, ensuring content validity and comparability with 
existing literature. A five-point Likert scale was used for 
all items, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree).

•	 Perceived Organizational Culture was measured 
using items adapted from Denison (2000), focus-
ing on shared values, norms, and internal align-
ment.

•	 Perceived Strategic HRM was measured through 
items capturing key HR practices such as recruit-
ment, training, performance evaluation, and re-
ward systems (Jiang et al., 2012; Collings et al., 
2021).

•	 Employee Identification was adapted from Ash-
forth and Mael (1989).

•	 Employee Engagement was measured using es-
tablished engagement scales (Schaufeli et al., 
2002).

•	 Brand Commitment was adapted from internal 
branding literature (Burmann et al., 2009).

•	 Brand Identity (Internal Perspective) was meas-
ured using items that capture employees’ under-
standing and alignment with brand values (Piehler 
et al., 2016).

•	 Brand-Consistent Behavior was included as a be-
havioral construct reflecting the extent to which 
employees act in accordance with organizational 
brand values.

4.4	Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using Structural Equation 
Modeling (SEM) with the software AMOS (version 26) 
to assess both the measurement model and the structural 
relationships among variables.

The analysis was conducted in two stages.
In the first stage, the measurement model was evalu-

ated in terms of reliability and validity. Internal consist-
ency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha and 
Composite Reliability (CR), with threshold values above 
0.70. Convergent validity was examined using the Aver-
age Variance Extracted (AVE), with acceptable values 
above 0.50. Discriminant validity was evaluated using the 
Fornell–Larcker criterion and the Heterotrait–Monotrait 
(HTMT) ratio.

In the second stage, the structural model was assessed 

by examining standardized path coefficients (β), their sta-
tistical significance (t-values and p-values), and the ex-
planatory power of the model (R² values). Model fit was 
evaluated using standard indices, including the chi-square 
statistic (χ²/df), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and Standard-
ized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR).

Multicollinearity was assessed using the Variance In-
flation Factor (VIF). All VIF values were below the con-
servative threshold of 3.0, indicating that multicollinearity 
does not threaten the stability of the structural model es-
timates.

4.5	Pilot Study

Prior to the main data collection, a pilot study was 
conducted in January 2026 to assess the clarity, compre-
hensibility, relevance, and preliminary reliability of the 
measurement instrument. The pilot sample consisted of 30 
employees from 30 different SMEs, with one respondent 
participating from each enterprise. The participating en-
terprises were located in multiple cities across different 
regions of the Republic of North Macedonia. This geo-
graphical dispersion was intended to obtain feedback from 
respondents operating in different local business environ-
ments.

The pilot participants evaluated the clarity, wording, 
and relevance of the questionnaire items. Based on their 
feedback, minor linguistic and wording adjustments were 
made to improve the comprehensibility of the instrument, 
without changing the conceptual meaning of the measure-
ment items. Preliminary reliability analysis indicated that 
all constructs achieved acceptable levels of internal con-
sistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding the 
recommended threshold of 0.70. The pilot study therefore 
confirmed the suitability of the questionnaire for the main 
data collection.

4.6	Demographic Characteristics and 
Common Method Bias

Gender, age, organizational tenure, and industry sec-
tor were recorded to describe the sample and to provide 
information about potential respondent and organizational 
heterogeneity. However, these demographic characteris-
tics were not modeled as focal predictors in the proposed 
structural model.

Given that the data were collected using a single sur-
vey instrument and from a single source, the potential for 
common method bias (CMB) was carefully addressed. 
First, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted, and the 
results indicated that a single factor did not account for the 
majority of the variance (less than 50%).
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In addition, a Common Latent Factor (CLF) approach 
was applied to further assess the presence of common 
method variance. The comparison between models with 
and without the common latent factor did not reveal sub-
stantial differences in factor loadings, suggesting that com-
mon method bias is not a serious concern in this study.

Procedural remedies were also implemented, includ-
ing ensuring respondent anonymity, reducing evaluation 
apprehension, and using clear and concise questionnaire 
items.

5	 Results

5.1	Descriptive Statistics

The sample consisted of 250 respondents employed in 
SMEs in the Republic of North Macedonia, including 145 
women (58.0%) and 105 men (42.0%). Regarding age, 22 
respondents (8.8%) were under 25 years old, 95 (38.0%) 

were aged 25–34, 65 (26.0%) were aged 35–44, 41 (16.4%) 
were aged 45–54, and 27 (10.8%) were aged 55 or above. 
Overall, 160 respondents (64.0%) were between 25 and 44 
years old, representing the majority of the sample.

Regarding organizational tenure, 3 respondents (1.2%) 
had less than one year of tenure, 51 (20.4%) had between 
1 and 3 years, 81 (32.4%) had between 4 and 7 years, 
84 (33.6%) had between 8 and 10 years, and 31 (12.4%) 
had more than 10 years of tenure. Thus, 165 respondents 
(66.0%) had between 4 and 10 years of organizational ten-
ure.

In terms of hierarchical position, 151 respondents 
(60.4%) held managerial positions, while 99 (39.6%) were 
non-managerial employees. The participating companies 
operated in the manufacturing, services, trade, and ICT 
sectors, ensuring variability across organizational con-
texts.

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correla-
tions among the study variables.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Construct Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Organizational Culture   3.98 0.68 1

2. Strategic HRM            3.85 0.72 0.58 1

3. Employee Identification  4.02 0.65 0.62 0.49 1

4. Employee Engagement      3.90 0.70 0.55 0.57 0.60 1

5. Brand Commitment         3.95 0.69 0.50 0.54 0.63 0.58 1

6. Brand Identity           4.05 0.66 0.48 0.52 0.55 0.56 0.64 1

7. Brand-Consistent Behavior 3.97 0.71 0.46 0.50 0.52 0.62 0.57 0.59 1

*Note: All correlations are significant at p < 0.01.
Source: Authors’ own calculations.

Table 2: Reliability and Convergent Validity

Construct CA CR AVE

Organizational Culture 0.88 0.91 0.63

Strategic HRM 0.87 0.90 0.60

Employee Identification 0.89 0.92 0.66

Employee Engagement 0.90 0.93 0.68

Brand Commitment 0.88 0.91 0.64

Brand Identity 0.91 0.94 0.70

Brand-Consistent Behavior 0.89 0.93 0.67

Source: Authors’ own calculations.
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The results indicate moderate to strong positive cor-
relations among the constructs. In particular, perceived 
organizational culture and perceived strategic HRM show 
strong associations with employee-related psychological 
variables, while brand commitment and brand-consistent 
behavior demonstrate significant relationships with brand 
identity.

Brand-consistent behavior also shows strong positive 
correlations with employee engagement and brand identi-
ty, further supporting the proposed structural relationships.

5.2	Measurement Model Evaluation

The reliability and validity of the measurement model 
were assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha (CA), Composite 
Reliability (CR), and Average Variance Extracted (AVE).

All constructs demonstrate satisfactory internal con-
sistency, with CA and CR values exceeding the recom-
mended threshold of 0.70. Convergent validity is con-
firmed, as all AVE values are above 0.50.

5.3	Discriminant Validity and 
Multicollinearity

Discriminant validity was assessed using the Fornell–
Larcker criterion and the HTMT ratio. The results indicate 
that all constructs are empirically distinct, with HTMT val-
ues below the threshold of 0.90.

Multicollinearity was assessed using the Variance In-
flation Factor (VIF). All VIF values were below the con-
servative threshold of 3.0 (range = 1.24–2.67), indicating 
that multicollinearity does not pose a threat to the stability 
of the structural model.

5.4	Structural Model Results

The structural model was evaluated using standard-
ized path coefficients (β), t-values, and p-values obtained 
through bootstrapping procedures. The results of the hy-
pothesis testing are presented in Table 3.

The results provide strong support for all hypothesized 
direct relationships. Perceived organizational culture sig-
nificantly influences both employee identification (β = 
0.52) and employee engagement (β = 0.41), indicating its 
central role in shaping employee psychological states.

Perceived strategic HRM practices also demonstrate 
significant positive effects on employee engagement (β = 
0.47) and brand commitment (β = 0.39), confirming their 
importance as formal organizational mechanisms that sup-
port internal alignment.

Furthermore, employee identification has a significant 
positive effect on brand commitment (β = 0.44), suggest-
ing that employees who strongly identify with the organi-
zation are more likely to develop emotional attachment to 
the brand.

Table 3: Hypotheses Testing Results

Source: Authors’ own calculations.
*Note: Mediation hypotheses (H8–H11) are tested separately and presented in Table 4.
*Note: All relationships are statistically significant at p < 0.001.

Hypothesis Relationship β t-value p-value Result

H1 Org. Culture → Employee Identification 0.52 8.21 < 0.001 Supported

H2 Org. Culture → Employee Engagement 0.41 6.75 < 0.001 Supported

H3 HRM → Employee Engagement 0.47 7.10 < 0.001 Supported

H4 HRM → Brand Commitment 0.39 6.02 < 0.001 Supported

H5 Employee Identification → Brand Commitment 0.44 7.35 < 0.001 Supported

H6 Employee Engagement → Brand-Consistent 
Behavior

0.48 7.80 < 0.001 Supported

H7 Brand Commitment → Brand Identity 0.55 8.90 < 0.001 Supported

H7a Brand-Consistent Behavior → Brand Identity 0.42 7.25 < 0.001 Supported
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Figure 2: Structural Model Results
Source: Authors’ own elaboration

Employee engagement significantly influences 
brand-consistent behavior (β = 0.48), indicating that en-
gaged employees are more likely to act in accordance with 
organizational brand values.

Importantly, both brand commitment (β = 0.55) and 
brand-consistent behavior (β = 0.42) show significant posi-
tive effects on brand identity. Among these, brand commit-
ment exhibits the strongest direct effect, highlighting its 

Table 4: Mediation Analysis Results

*Note: Note: OC = Perceived Organizational Culture; HRM = Perceived Strategic Human Resource Management; EI = Employee Identifica-
tion; EE = Employee Engagement; BC = Brand Commitment; BCB = Brand-Consistent Behavior; BI = Brand Identity. Indirect effects were 
assessed using bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals.
Source: Authors’ own calculations.

Hypothesis Indirect Path β t-value p-value 95% CI Result

H8 OC → EI → BC → BI 0.21 4.60 < 0.001 [0.13, 0.30] Supported

H9 HRM → EE → BCB → BI 0.25 4.95 < 0.001 [0.16, 0.34] Supported

H10 EI → BC → BI 0.24 5.10 < 0.001 [0.15, 0.32] Supported

H11 EE → BCB → BI 0.20 4.30 < 0.001 [0.12, 0.28] Supported

central role in the development of internal brand identity.
Overall, these findings provide empirical support for 

the proposed theoretical model and confirm the relevance 
of employee-related psychological mechanisms in ex-
plaining brand identity in SMEs.

To provide a clearer visualization of the structural re-
lationships and the strength of the estimated effects, the 
standardized path coefficients are illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 presents the standardized path coefficients and 
corresponding t-values for all direct relationships in 

the structural model. Consistent with the results reported 
in Table 3, perceived organizational culture positively in-
fluences employee identification (H1: β = 0.52, t = 8.21) 
and employee engagement (H2: β = 0.41, t = 6.75). Per-
ceived strategic HRM positively affects employee engage-
ment (H3: β = 0.47, t = 7.10) and brand commitment (H4: 
β = 0.39, t = 6.02). Employee identification strengthens 
brand commitment (H5: β = 0.44, t = 7.35), while employ-
ee engagement enhances brand-consistent behavior (H6: β 
= 0.48, t = 7.80). Finally, brand commitment (H7: β = 0.55, 
t = 8.90) and brand-consistent behavior (H7a: β = 0.42, 
t = 7.25) both positively influence brand identity. Brand 
commitment exhibits the strongest direct effect on brand 
identity.

5.5	Mediation Analysis

To test the mediating role of psychological mecha-
nisms, indirect effects were examined using bootstrapping 
procedures with 95% confidence intervals.

The mediation analysis provides support for all four 
indirect-effect hypotheses. The serial indirect effect of 
perceived organizational culture on brand identity through 
employee identification and brand commitment was posi-
tive and statistically significant (H8: β = 0.21, t = 4.60, p 
< 0.001, 95% CI [0.13, 0.30]). Similarly, the serial indi-
rect effect of perceived strategic HRM on brand identity 
through employee engagement and brand-consistent be-
havior was statistically significant (H9: β = 0.25, t = 4.95, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.16, 0.34]).

Brand commitment significantly mediated the relation-
ship between employee identification and brand identity 
(H10: β = 0.24, t = 5.10, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.15, 0.32]). 
Brand-consistent behavior also significantly mediated the 
relationship between employee engagement and brand 
identity (H11: β = 0.20, t = 4.30, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.12, 
0.28]). Because none of the bootstrapped confidence inter-
vals included zero, H8, H9, H10, and H11 were supported.

5.6	Model Fit and Explanatory Power

The explanatory power of the model was assessed us-
ing R² values. The results indicate that the model explains 
a substantial proportion of variance in key constructs, with 
R² values of 0.62 for brand identity, 0.54 for brand com-
mitment, and 0.49 for employee engagement.

To further evaluate the robustness of the proposed 
model, model fit and predictive quality indicators were 
examined.

The model demonstrates a good overall fit. The χ²/df 
ratio is within the acceptable range, while the Comparative 
Fit Index (CFI) and Normed Fit Index (NFI) exceed the 
recommended threshold of 0.90. The Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and Standardized Root 
Mean Square Residual (SRMR) are below the recom-
mended thresholds, indicating an acceptable model fit.

5.7	Summary of Findings

The findings provide strong empirical support for the 
proposed conceptual model. Both perceived organization-
al culture and perceived strategic HRM significantly influ-
ence employee psychological states.

Most importantly, the results support the proposed 
indirect relationships between organizational factors and 
brand identity through employee identification, engage-
ment, brand commitment, and brand-consistent behavior.

6	 Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship 
between perceived organizational culture, perceived strate-
gic human resource management (HRM), and brand iden-
tity through employee-related psychological mechanisms 
in SMEs. The findings provide strong empirical support 
for the proposed conceptual model and offer important 
insights into the role of internal organizational factors in 
shaping brand identity.

Table 5: Model Fit Indices

*Note: R² values of 0.25, 0.50, and 0.75 are considered weak, moderate, and substantial respectively. 
Source: Authors’ own calculations.

Fit Index Value Recommended Threshold Interpretation

χ²/df 2.10 < 3.00 Good fit

CFI 0.94 > 0.90 Good fit

RMSEA 0.055 < 0.08 Acceptable fit

SRMR  0.045 < 0.08 Good fit

NFI 0.91 > 0.90 Good fit
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6.1	The Role of Organizational Culture

The results show that perceived organizational culture 
has a significant positive effect on both employee identi-
fication and employee engagement. These findings con-
firm that when employees perceive organizational values 
as clear, consistent, and meaningful, they are more likely 
to develop a strong sense of belonging and psychological 
attachment to the organization.

These results are consistent with prior research empha-
sizing the importance of organizational culture in shaping 
organizational effectiveness and employee-related atti-
tudes and behaviors (Hartnell et al., 2011; Saks, 2006). 
However, the present study extends existing knowledge by 
demonstrating that the influence of organizational culture 
also plays a critical role in internal brand-related process-
es, particularly through its impact on psychological mech-
anisms.

Importantly, this effect appears to be particularly 
pronounced in SMEs. Due to lower levels of formaliza-
tion and closer interpersonal relationships, employees in 
SMEs are more directly exposed to organizational values 
and managerial practices. As a result, perceived organiza-
tional culture may exert a stronger influence on employ-
ee identification and engagement compared to larger and 
more bureaucratic organizations. This suggests that in 
SME contexts, culture functions not only as a coordina-
tion mechanism but also as a key driver of internal brand 
alignment.

These findings are particularly relevant in the emerg-
ing-economy context of the Republic of North Macedonia. 
SMEs in this environment frequently operate with limit-
ed financial and managerial resources, lower levels of or-
ganizational formalization, and fewer specialized HR and 
brand-management functions. Under such conditions, in-
formal organizational culture, direct interpersonal relation-
ships, and the everyday behavior of owners and managers 
may play an even more influential role in shaping employ-
ee identification and psychological attachment than formal 
corporate procedures. Shared values and close communi-
cation can therefore function as low-cost but strategically 
important mechanisms through which Macedonian SMEs 
strengthen internal cohesion and encourage employees to 
support the organizational brand.

6.2	Strategic HRM and Employee 
Outcomes

The findings also indicate that perceived strategic 
HRM practices significantly influence employee engage-
ment and brand commitment. This supports the view that 
HRM is not only an administrative function but also a 
strategic mechanism for shaping employee attitudes and 
behavior in line with organizational and brand objectives.

These results are aligned with previous research high-
lighting the role of HRM in enhancing employee engage-
ment and organizational outcomes (Collings et al., 2021; 
Alfes et al., 2013). The present study contributes to this 
literature by demonstrating that perceived HRM practic-
es also play a central role in fostering brand commitment, 
thereby linking HRM more directly to internal branding 
outcomes.

In the context of SMEs, this relationship is particularly 
important. Given the relatively informal nature of HRM 
systems in SMEs, employees’ perceptions of fairness, con-
sistency, and strategic alignment become critical. When 
HRM practices are perceived as supportive and coherent, 
they can strengthen employees’ emotional attachment to 
the brand and encourage behavior that reinforces brand 
values.

The relevance of these findings should also be con-
sidered in light of the relatively low formalization of HR 
processes in many Macedonian SMEs. Limited financial 
resources and the absence of specialized HR departments 
do not necessarily prevent SMEs from developing strate-
gically aligned employee practices. Recruitment, training, 
performance feedback, recognition, and managerial sup-
port may be implemented through relatively simple and in-
formal arrangements. When these practices are perceived 
as fair, consistent, and aligned with organizational values, 
they can strengthen employee engagement and internal 
brand alignment even without complex corporate HR sys-
tems. In this context, the quality of everyday managerial 
interaction may be more important than the administrative 
sophistication of HR procedures.

6.3	Psychological Mechanisms as 
Mediators

One of the most important contributions of this study 
lies in confirming the mediating role of employee-relat-
ed psychological mechanisms. The findings demonstrate 
that employee identification, engagement, and brand com-
mitment serve as key pathways through which perceived 
organizational culture and strategic HRM influence brand 
identity.

These findings provide strong support for social identi-
ty theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), as they show that em-
ployees who identify with the organization are more likely 
to internalize organizational values and develop stronger 
attachment to the brand. In addition, the results confirm the 
role of engagement as a driver of brand-consistent behav-
ior, indicating that engaged employees are more likely to 
actively support and enact brand values in their daily work.

Importantly, the results suggest that organizational 
factors do not influence brand identity directly, but rather 
through these psychological processes. This highlights the 
importance of understanding how employees interpret and 



319

Organizacija, Volume 59 Issue 3, August 2026Research Paper

experience organizational conditions, rather than focusing 
solely on structural or managerial variables.

This mediation effect may be particularly strong in 
SMEs, where employees are more closely connected to 
organizational processes and have a more direct role in 
shaping organizational outcomes. As a result, psycho-
logical mechanisms represent a central pathway through 
which internal organizational conditions are translated into 
brand-related outcomes.

6.4	 Implications for Brand Identity

The findings demonstrate that brand commitment and 
brand-consistent behavior are key determinants of brand 
identity. Among these, brand commitment exhibits the 
strongest direct effect, suggesting that emotional attach-
ment to the brand plays a central role in ensuring internal 
brand coherence.

At the same time, brand-consistent behavior represents 
the behavioral expression of internal alignment. Employ-
ees who act in accordance with brand values contribute di-
rectly to the consistency and credibility of the brand. This 
reinforces the idea that brand identity is not only a strate-
gic or symbolic construct but also a behavioral outcome 
shaped by employee actions.

These findings support the internal branding per-
spective, which emphasizes the role of employees as key 
agents in delivering brand promises (Xiong & King, 2015; 
Piehler et al., 2016). The results suggest that organizations 
should not rely solely on external communication strate-
gies, but must also focus on aligning internal processes, 
psychological mechanisms, and employee behavior.

6.5	Contextual Interpretation in the 
Republic of North Macedonia

The findings should also be interpreted in relation to 
the specific institutional and organizational context of the 
Republic of North Macedonia. SMEs occupy a central 
position in the national economy, accounting for a sub-
stantial share of employment and value creation. At the 
same time, many SMEs operate with limited financial re-
sources, relatively small managerial teams, and less spe-
cialized HR and brand-management functions (Davcev et 
al., 2017; Jovanov et al., 2016). Recent assessments also 
indicate continuing challenges related to access to finance, 
skills development, digital transformation, and the capac-
ity of SMEs to implement formalized strategic practices 
(OECD, 2026).

Against this background, the strong effect of perceived 
organizational culture on employee identification and en-
gagement may reflect the importance of informal coordi-
nation in Macedonian SMEs. Where formal HR systems 
and specialized internal-branding structures are less de-

veloped, shared values, interpersonal relationships, direct 
communication, and the behavior of owners and managers 
may become particularly influential in shaping employee 
perceptions. Organizational culture may therefore partly 
compensate for limited formalization by providing em-
ployees with a clearer sense of belonging, expected behav-
ior, and organizational purpose.

The significant effects of perceived strategic HRM 
should not be interpreted as evidence that all participating 
SMEs possess highly formalized HR systems. Rather, the 
results suggest that employees respond positively when 
recruitment, training, performance evaluation, and reward 
practices are perceived as consistent, fair, and aligned 
with organizational goals, even when these practices are 
implemented through relatively simple arrangements. In 
resource-constrained settings, the perceived quality and 
coherence of HRM practices may be more important than 
their administrative complexity.

The strong role of brand commitment may also be con-
textually meaningful. In smaller organizations, employees 
often have more direct contact with owners, managers, 
colleagues, and customers, making their individual be-
havior highly visible and consequential for brand delivery. 
Emotional attachment to the organization and its brand can 
therefore become a particularly important mechanism con-
necting internal organizational conditions with brand iden-
tity. Nevertheless, these explanations should be regarded 
as contextually grounded interpretations rather than direct-
ly tested institutional effects, as the study did not compare 
North Macedonia with another national setting.

6.6	Theoretical Contributions

This study makes several important theoretical contri-
butions.

First, the study integrates organizational culture, stra-
tegic HRM, and brand management into a unified concep-
tual framework, thereby extending prior internal branding 
research that connects managerial practices, employee at-
titudes, and brand-supporting behavior (Buil et al., 2016).

Second, the study extends internal branding literature 
by explicitly incorporating employee-related psycholog-
ical mechanisms as mediators. While prior research has 
acknowledged the importance of employees, this study 
provides empirical evidence on how identification, en-
gagement, and brand commitment jointly explain the rela-
tionship between organizational factors and brand identity.

Third, the study contributes to the limited body of re-
search on SMEs and emerging economies. By focusing 
on SMEs in the Republic of North Macedonia, it provides 
context-specific insights into how internal organizational 
conditions influence brand-related outcomes in less for-
malized and resource-constrained environments.
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6.7	Managerial Implications

From a practical perspective, the findings highlight the 
importance of aligning organizational culture and HRM 
practices with brand strategy.

Managers in SMEs should focus on developing a 
strong organizational culture that promotes shared values 
and fosters employee identification. In addition, organi-
zations should invest in HRM practices that enhance em-
ployee engagement and strengthen emotional attachment 
to the brand.

Training programs, performance management sys-
tems, and reward mechanisms should be designed to rein-
force brand values and encourage brand-consistent behav-
ior. Particular attention should be given to how employees 
perceive these practices, as perceptions play a critical role 
in shaping psychological responses and behavior.

For owners and managers of SMEs operating with 
limited financial resources, strengthening employee-based 
branding does not necessarily require expensive formal 
programs. Practical actions may include regular face-to-
face communication about organizational and brand val-
ues, consistent managerial behavior, timely recognition of 
employee contributions, informal coaching, and the active 
involvement of employees in decisions that affect custom-
er experience and brand delivery. Owners and managers 
should also ensure that recruitment, training, performance 
feedback, and reward practices communicate the same 
organizational values. By demonstrating daily support, 
maintaining open communication, and aligning mana-
gerial decisions with the promised brand values, SMEs 
can strengthen employee identification, engagement, and 
brand commitment while encouraging employees to act as 
credible representatives of the brand.

6.8	Limitations and Future Research

Despite its contributions, this study has several limita-
tions that should be acknowledged.

First, the study is based on a cross-sectional research 
design, which limits the ability to draw strong causal con-
clusions. Although the results provide support for the pro-
posed relationships, future research could adopt longitu-
dinal designs to better capture the dynamic nature of the 
relationships among organizational culture, HRM, psycho-
logical mechanisms, and brand identity over time.

Second, the study relies on self-reported data col-
lected through a single questionnaire and from a single 
respondent source. Although procedural and statistical 
remedies were applied to assess and reduce the risk of 
common method bias, including respondent anonymi-
ty, Harman’s single-factor test, and the Common Latent 
Factor approach, common method variance cannot be en-
tirely excluded. Future research should adopt multi-source 

research designs by combining employee responses with 
assessments provided by owners, managers, HR profes-
sionals, or supervisors.

Third, the study examines perceived organizational 
culture and perceived strategic HRM practices rather than 
objectively verified organizational systems. This percep-
tual approach represents a theoretical strength because 
employee attitudes and behavior are shaped by how or-
ganizational conditions are personally experienced and 
interpreted. However, it also constitutes a limitation be-
cause employee perceptions may not fully correspond to 
formally adopted HR policies, managerial intentions, or 
actual organizational practices. Future studies could com-
bine perceptual measures with objective or independently 
verified indicators, such as formal HR policies, training 
expenditure, employee turnover, absenteeism, customer 
satisfaction, brand-performance indicators, or managerial 
assessments. Such triangulation would enable a more ro-
bust evaluation of the correspondence between perceived 
and objectively implemented practices.

Fourth, the research focuses on SMEs in a single na-
tional context, namely the Republic of North Macedonia. 
While this provides valuable context-specific insights, the 
non-probability sampling procedure and single-country 
design limit the statistical and contextual generalizability 
of the findings. Future studies could test the model using 
probability-based or stratified samples across different 
countries, industries, and institutional environments.

Fifth, although the sample size was adequate for the 
applied SEM methodology, future studies could employ 
larger and more diverse samples to increase statistical 
power and enable multi-group comparisons among micro, 
small, and medium-sized enterprises, as well as among dif-
ferent economic sectors.

Finally, future research could extend the model by 
incorporating additional psychological constructs, such 
as organizational trust, psychological ownership, or per-
ceived organizational support. Longitudinal research could 
also examine how employee perceptions, brand commit-
ment, and brand-consistent behavior evolve over time and 
contribute to the long-term development of brand identity.

Although the study relies on perceptual, self-reported, 
and cross-sectional data, rigorous statistical procedures 
were applied to assess common method bias and evaluate 
the reliability, validity, and overall quality of the measure-
ment and structural models. These procedures reduce, but 
do not completely eliminate, the possibility of common 
method variance or establish causal relationships. Future 
research should therefore employ longitudinal designs to 
examine how the proposed relationships develop over time 
and incorporate multi-source data, including assessments 
from owners, managers, HR professionals, and employees. 
The inclusion of independently verified objective indica-
tors, such as employee turnover, absenteeism, training ex-
penditure, customer satisfaction, brand performance, and 
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financial performance, could further strengthen the robust-
ness and practical relevance of future findings.

7	 Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between per-
ceived organizational culture, perceived strategic human 
resource management (HRM), and brand identity through 
employee-related psychological mechanisms in small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

The findings indicate that both perceived organization-
al culture and perceived strategic HRM practices signifi-
cantly influence employee psychological states, including 
identification, engagement, and brand commitment. These 
psychological mechanisms, in turn, play a central role in 
shaping brand-consistent behavior and strengthening inter-
nal brand identity.

Importantly, the results provide support for the pro-
posed indirect pathways linking organizational factors to 
brand identity through employee-related psychological 
processes.

The study makes an important contribution by inte-
grating perspectives from organizational culture, HRM, 
and brand management into a unified conceptual frame-
work. It extends existing literature by providing empirical 
evidence on the mediating role of psychological mecha-
nisms and by offering insights from SMEs in an emerging 
economy context.

From a managerial perspective, the findings emphasize 
that building a strong brand identity requires more than 
external communication strategies. Organizations must 
ensure alignment between organizational culture, HRM 
practices, and employee perceptions in order to achieve 
internal brand coherence and consistent brand delivery.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that brand iden-
tity is not only a strategic construct but also a result of 
internal organizational alignment and employee-driven 
processes. By highlighting the importance of psycholog-
ical mechanisms, the research provides a more nuanced 
understanding of internal branding dynamics in SMEs and 
offers a foundation for future research in this area.

The study provides a foundation for future interdisci-
plinary research on internal branding in SMEs.
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Organizacijska kultura, strateški management kadrov in identiteta blagovne znamke: psihološki integracij-
ski model v malih in srednje velikih podjetjih

Ozadje/Namen: V sodobnem poslovnem okolju identiteta blagovne znamke predstavlja pomembno nematerialno 
vrednost podjetja. Ne oblikujejo je zgolj dejavnosti zunanjega komuniciranja, temveč tudi notranje značilnosti orga-
nizacije, kot so vrednote, način vodenja in ravnanje z zaposlenimi. Čeprav so raziskovalci organizacijsko kulturo, 
strateški management kadrov in identiteto blagovne znamke že pogosto proučevali, so te pojave večinoma obravna-
vali ločeno. Manj pozornosti je bilo namenjene razumevanju, kako so med seboj povezani prek psiholoških procesov 
zaposlenih, zlasti v malih in srednje velikih podjetjih v državah z razvijajočim se gospodarstvom. Namen te raziskave 
je razviti in empirično preveriti model, ki pojasnjuje, kako zaznana organizacijska kultura ter način strateškega mana-
gementa kadrov vplivata na oblikovanje identitete blagovne znamke v malih in srednje velikih podjetjih.
Metode: Raziskava temelji na kvantitativnem raziskovalnem pristopu in podatkih ankete, zbrane med 250 zaposle-
nimi v malih in srednje velikih podjetjih v Republiki Severni Makedoniji. Za merjenje zaznane organizacijske kulture, 
zaznanih praks strateškega managementa kadrov, identifikacije zaposlenih z organizacijo, njihove zavzetosti, pre-
danosti blagovni znamki, vedenja, skladnega z blagovno znamko, ter identitete blagovne znamke je bil uporabljen 
strukturirani vprašalnik. Za preverjanje postavljenih hipotez in preučitev mediacijske vloge psiholoških mehanizmov 
je bilo uporabljeno modeliranje strukturnih enačb.
Rezultati: Ugotovitve kažejo, da imata tako zaznana organizacijska kultura kot zaznane prakse strateškega mana-
gementa kadrov statistično značilen pozitiven vpliv na psihološke mehanizme, povezane z zaposlenimi, vključno z 
identifikacijo, zavzetostjo in predanostjo blagovni znamki. Ti psihološki dejavniki nato pomembno vplivajo na vede-
nje, skladno z blagovno znamko, ter prispevajo k oblikovanju notranje identitete blagovne znamke. Rezultati dodatno 
potrjujejo predlagane posredne poti, po katerih organizacijski dejavniki prek psiholoških procesov zaposlenih vpli-
vajo na identiteto blagovne znamke.
Zaključek: Raziskava prispeva k boljšemu razumevanju povezav med organizacijsko kulturo, strateškim mana-
gementom kadrov in identiteto blagovne znamke v malih in srednje velikih podjetjih, ki delujejo v razvijajočih se 
gospodarstvih. Predlaga in empirično potrjuje model, ki pojasnjuje, kako psihološki dejavniki zaposlenih povezujejo 
te ključne elemente organizacije. Ugotovitve imajo tudi pomembno praktično vrednost za vodstvo podjetij. Kažejo 
namreč, da je za krepitev identitete blagovne znamke pomembno uskladiti organizacijsko kulturo, načine dela z za-
poslenimi in strategijo blagovne znamke. Takšna usklajenost lahko izboljša enotnost delovanja organizacije, okrepi 
prepoznavnost blagovne znamke ter prispeva k dolgoročni konkurenčni uspešnosti podjetja.

Ključne besede: Organizacijska kultura, Strateški management kadrov, Gradnja blagovne znamke znotraj organiza-
cije, Identiteta blagovne znamke, Zavzetost zaposlenih, Mala in srednje velika podjetja
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Appendix A Survey Questionnaire

Introduction

This questionnaire is part of an academic research study examining the relationships between organizational culture, 
strategic human resource management (HRM), and brand identity in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).
All responses are anonymous and will be used exclusively for research purposes. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Please respond honestly based on your personal experience within your organization.
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement using the following scale:
1 – Strongly disagree
2 – Disagree
3 – Neutral
4 – Agree
5 – Strongly agree

SECTION A: ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
(Adapted from Denison, 2000)
OC1. My organization has clearly defined values.
OC2. Employees share common organizational goals.
OC3. Organizational values guide employee behavior.
OC4. The organization promotes shared values among employees.

SECTION B: STRATEGIC HRM
(Adapted from Jiang et al., 2012; Collings et al., 2021)
HRM1. The organization recruits employees who fit its values.
HRM2. Employees receive adequate training and development opportunities.
HRM3. Employee performance is fairly evaluated and rewarded.
HRM4. HR practices are aligned with the organization’s strategic goals.

SECTION C: EMPLOYEE IDENTIFICATION
(Adapted from Ashforth & Mael, 1989)
EI1. I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization.
EI2. I identify with the organization’s values.
EI3. I am proud to be part of this organization.
EI4. I feel emotionally attached to my organization.

SECTION D: EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT
(Adapted from Schaufeli et al., 2002)
EE1. I feel enthusiastic about my work.
EE2. I am fully engaged in my tasks.
EE3. I am willing to go beyond expectations in my job.
EE4. I feel motivated to contribute to my organization’s success.

SECTION E: BRAND COMMITMENT
(Adapted from Burmann et al., 2009)
BC1. I feel emotionally attached to the brand.
BC2. I believe in the brand’s values.
BC3. I support the brand in my daily work.
BC4. I am committed to maintaining the brand’s reputation.

SECTION F: BRAND IDENTITY (INTERNAL PERSPECTIVE)
(Adapted from Piehler et al., 2016)
BI1. I understand what the brand represents.
BI2. The brand values are reflected in my work.
BI3. Employees behave consistently with the brand.
BI4. The organization clearly communicates its brand values internally.
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SECTION G: BRAND-CONSISTENT BEHAVIOR
BCB1. I act in accordance with brand values.
BCB2. I represent the brand positively in my work.
BCB3. My behavior reflects the organization’s brand image.
BCB4. I actively support the delivery of brand promises.

SECTION H: DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: □ Male □ Female
Age: □ <25 □ 25–34 □ 35–44 □ 45–54 □ 55+
Ten□ure (years in the organization): □ <1 □ 1–3 □ 4–7 □ 8–10 □ 10+
Industry: □ Manufacturing □ Services □ Trade □ ICT
Position: □ Managerial position □ Non-managerial employee




