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Abstract
Corporate branding has long been shaped by the assumption of a fixed, essential pathway towards an ‘authentic moral iden-
tity,’ reinforcing essentialist thought. However, as corporate brands increasingly navigate complex landscapes, essential-
ism reduces morality and authenticity to a set of criteria, overlooking its subjective and emergent nature. This conceptual 
paper critiques essentialist thought in corporate branding, arguing that conscientious corporate brands engage in a process 
of becoming worthy of moral consideration, which resonates with existentialist philosophy. Existentialism shelves prede-
termined essences and confronts human existence by emphasizing the primacy of authentic constructed meaning, (inter)
subjective experience, freedom, and responsibility. What could existentialism mean for authentic corporate brands? And 
how can corporate brands pursue their true authentic self? By framing corporate brands as ‘condemned to authenticity’—in 
a state of perpetual becoming—we propose an existentialist rethinking of authenticity. This lens reshapes corporate branding 
towards nested, emergent phenomena, offering tenets grounded in existentialist thought, and addressing both theoretical and 
practical implications for brand orchestration.
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“To one who is praised. – So long as you are praised think 
only that you are not yet on your own path but on that of 
another.” – Friedrich Nietzsche (1996, p. 290).1

Introduction

Does the age of B Corp substantiate a new slave moral-
ity2? Where others perceive societal progress for the com-
mon good, Nietzsche may have been repelled. Let us start 
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1  Aphorism 340 emphasizes the value Nietzsche places on self-
authorship and authenticity.
2  We may perceive of B Corp as occupying a new moral high ground 
in the business world, advocating for a redefinition of values towards 
a self-defined common good. The B Corp certification involves 
adhering to specific norms and standards, aiming for a common 
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with an anecdotal case reference: Ritter Sport maintained 
operations in Russia out of an articulated commitment to 
its employees and their families, convinced ‘that a cessa-
tion of deliveries (…) would ultimately not affect those 
who are responsible for this devastating war or those who 
are waging it’ (Schader and Kukral 2023). “Quadratisch. 
Praktisch. Blut.” [Square. Practical. Blood.], tweeted then 
Ukrainian Ambassador to Germany, Andrii Melnyk (2022), 
in analogy to the brand claim ‘Quadratisch. Praktisch. Gut.’ 
[Square. Practical. Good.]. German media commented on 
the ‘destructive creativity’ (Ziesemer 2022) of critics. The 
‘rigid stance (…) garnished with a hint of responsibility for 
the poor cocoa farmers’, was ultimately just a renunciation 
of principles in favour of profit. Or was it? This illustrative 
case hints that when assessing moral authenticity, we often 
neglect its subjective, idiosyncratic nature.3 In truth, what 
we label as ‘moral authenticity’ is little more than submis-
sion to the prevailing moral consensus.

In the case of Ritter Sport, the harsh and high-sounding 
critique stems from the corporate brand’s rejection of the 
moral consensus, as it chose its self-narrative over the dom-
inant social norms and expectations. The company’s per-
ceived failure to submit became the very source of outrage, 
revealing how closely morality can be tied to conformity in 
the eyes of critics. Ritter Sport’s choice, whether deemed 
moral or not, represents a refusal to be shaped by societal 
expectations and renders their approach an existential-
ist quest—one where the firm seeks its own moral stance 
and navigates its own path. On similar footing, consider 
the Associated Press (AP), rejecting pressure to conform. 
Despite a presidential executive order demanding that it 
refer to the Gulf of Mexico as the ‘Gulf of America,’ the 
AP remained steadfast in its decision to use the established 
terminology, refusing to adhere to the imposed political ter-
minology. In doing so, the AP not only stood by its editorial 
independence but also lost certain privileges such as access 
rights, further demonstrating the existentialist cost of find-
ing one’s own way as a corporate brand. We may also think 
of Patagonia, a brand frequently acclaimed for rejecting the 
logics of consumerism, allowing themselves and their stake-
holders to reflect on the deeper implications of their actions. 

In the face of expectations and pressures, these brands hold 
fast to their convictions. Without passing judgement, these 
illustrative anecdotes highlight the subjective, idiosyncratic 
nature of moral authenticity in the corporate realm—and 
foreshadow the struggles of brands on an existentialist quest.

Arguing that there are no moral phenomena but only 
moral interpretations of phenomena (Nietzsche 2002), we 
problematize morality and authenticity in the field of corpo-
rate branding. The status quo—which rigidly replicates an 
essentialist worldview—insinuates that morality and authen-
ticity are dichotomous, static, and dogmatic, rendering a 
deprived and monolithic rather than a rich and pluralistic 
theoretical debate on brand morality, i.e., a theory through 
typification (Sandberg and Alvesson 2021). This essentialist 
framing—even in its most conciliatory dialectic synthesis 
(Mingione 2015)—pushes for the revelation of a some-
what performative identity (Abratt & Mingione 2017) and 
the reconciliation of brand (static) and branding (dynamic) 
towards alignment (Mingione & Abratt 2022), while reduc-
ing the irreducible, abstracting the inabstractable, and over-
looking the contextual forces at play. We, therefore, claim 
it is necessary to reassess the origins and meaning of brand 
morality. In doing so, we dwell on existentialist philosophy 
(Nietzsche 2002; Sartre 1956; Heidegger 1962; de Beauvoir 
1949; Kierkegaard 1992; Golomb 1995; Aho 2020) given its 
close alliance with the quest for meaning and authenticity. 
Existentialist philosophy problematizes human existence by 
asserting that essence is neither pre-given nor intrinsic but 
can only be understood and constructed through authentic 
engagement, (inter)subjective experience, freedom, and 
responsibility.

Against this backdrop, we are guided by the following 
central research questions: How can corporate brands pur-
sue their true authentic self? and What could existentialism 
mean for authentic corporate brands? This conceptual paper 
is intended to incite readers as a theoretical provocation 
(Cornelissen et al. 2021), challenging established assump-
tions and encouraging critical reflection and discourse on 
the complexities of corporate branding as a conscientious 
endeavour. Therefore, we embark on a quest to delve into 
the meaning of brand morality (Grimm et al. 2025), and 
brand authenticity (Södergren 2021) to offer a contempo-
rary lens for conscientious corporate brands (Ind and Ryder 
2011; Iglesias and Ind 2016; Abratt and Kleyn 2023). We 
open conscientious corporate branding to existentialist inter-
ventions and derive an existentialist-informed view. From 
our perspective, conscientious corporate branding may be 
perceived as an existentialist corrective, with the quest for 
authenticity as its major—becoming—purpose.

3  For a discussion of a typification of authenticity, see, e.g. Carroll & 
Wheaton (2009)

understanding of “good” corporate agency. B Corp serves as “a way 
of publicly claiming an identity” (Diez-Busto, Sanchez-Ruiz, and 
Fernandez-Laviada 2021), a pardoning label that supersedes scrutiny 
(Villela, Bulgacov, and Morgan 2021). Nietzsche might have rejected 
the imposition of a particular set of values, which could stifle indi-
vidual creativity and the emergence of self-defined values. He could 
have seen the movement as fostering a herd mentality, and thus, dilut-
ing greatness through a rigid stance on common good and standard-
ized ‘moral’ practices.

Footnote 2 (continued)
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Problematizing essentialism in corporate 
branding

Every norm in corporate branding exists on a spectrum 
from extremely useful to utterly useless. It is all the same. 
No framework has inherent value; whether a norm is ben-
eficial or detrimental depends entirely on how a corporate 
brand engages with it in any given situation. Morality is a 
double-edged sword, influenced by the antipole of rational-
ist and subjectivist perspective (Haidt 2008). The rational-
ist perspective posits that moral judgments and decisions 
are primarily the results of rational deliberation and logi-
cal reasoning (Kant 1998, 2012; Kohlberg 1971, 1981). In 
contrast, the subjectivist perspective emphasizes that moral 
judgments are deeply influenced by individual experiences, 
contexts, and dynamics (Haidt 2001; Haidt and Joseph 
2004). This subjective lens highlights that morality cannot 
be universally codified, as it varies across different contexts 
and stakeholder interactions. In other words, while Nagel’s 
‘view from nowhere’ (1989)4 presents a noble ideal of objec-
tive, dispassionate moral reasoning, it remains a fiction in 
the context of corporate branding. Corporate brands are 
always already situated within a specific context that inher-
ently shapes their moral decision-making processes.

Albeit this situatedness, rationalist thought continues 
to permeate the corporate branding literature, drawing on 
a greater utilitarian tradition in business ethics (Bowie 
2017). As Kapferer notes: “The mantra of traditional brand 
management is the DNA and genes of the brand: the brand 
essence. Tons of money is poured into in-depth research, 
to unveil it at last and worship it as the Holy Grail.” (2012, 
128) This perspective characterizes corporate branding as 
rooted in essentialist notions as a project of the privileged 
few towards coherence, uniqueness, and resistance to change 
(Christensen et al. 2008). A corporate brand is often viewed 
as encompassing a ‘true self’ defined by core values, clear 
vision, and consistent purpose—with an intent to align ele-
ments of the corporate brand (Aaker 1991, 1996; Balmer 
1995, 2012; Hatch and Schultz 2001, 2003; Ind 1997). Con-
sequently, addressing a fixed set of questions regarding the 

brand’s identity5 is believed to lead to favourable outcomes. 
The focus on a corporate brand’s “permanent crusade” (Kap-
ferer 2012, p. 150) reinforces the essentialist belief in a sta-
ble core at the heart of the corporate brand, entailing a linear 
cause-effect approach to corporate branding. Scholars once 
held an optimistic view that a blueprint could guide corpo-
rate brands towards iconic status (Holt 2004). This approach 
relies on rational analysis to craft narratives resonating with 
stakeholders. Emphasis is placed on maintaining consist-
ency across corporate communications (van Riel 1997, 
2007; Steyn 2004; Balmer 2017). The goal is to ensure that 
the brand’s moral narrative (purpose, or in Simon Sinek’s 
terms ‘the Why’) is unambiguous, rational, and unchang-
ing, thus reinforcing a stable moral identity in the minds of 
stakeholders. The pursuit of alignment (e.g., Mingione & 
Abratt 2022), under this view, is rather perceived as a self-
actualizing process, revealing and solidifying what is already 
‘true’ about the brand’s self. In other words, for essentialism, 
the very idea of alignment presupposes an essence that must 
be identified and shared, making the quest for alignment 
both a symptom and a goal of a more static, less responsive, 
essentialist worldview.

This essentialist view in a unique, unchanging core is 
foundational to how corporate brands differentiate them-
selves, closely tied to notions of authenticity (Södergren 
2021). Authenticity is often defined as the conformity of 
corporate brand projections—actions, communications, and 
strategies—with its stated purpose and values (Beverland 
2005), i.e., clarity and self-congruence as antecedents (Fritz 
et al. 2017). This perspective assumes that a corporate brand 
possesses an inherent essence, and authenticity is achieved 
when expressions of the corporate brand align seamlessly 
with its essence (or when the process of corporate branding 
informs the essence of the corporate brand—and vice versa, 
see Mingione & Abratt 2022). Traditionally upheld as the 
gold standard in corporate branding, this view posits that 
any deviation from the corporate brand’s core is seen con-
secutively as a compromise to its authenticity. The adage to 
‘live and comply by your mantra’ exemplifies this mindset, 
resulting in a parade of high-sounding narratives (Hirsch 
2016) that may lack substance or fail to resonate with the 
complexities of real-world experience. Even if ambiguity is 
acknowledged, authenticity is framed as reducing tensions 
to a performative threshold, ensuring that deviations remain 
legible within an overarching narrative of self-actualization 
(Carroll & Wheaton 2009). Such an approach risks shaping 
a veneer of authenticity, overshadowing the dynamic nature 
of corporate branding in a rapidly evolving landscape, where 
adaptability and contextual relevance may hold greater 
significance.

4  Thomas Nagel’s concept of the ‘view from nowhere’ refers to the 
idea of achieving a perspective that is completely objective and free 
from personal biases or situational influences. Nagel argues that this 
ideal viewpoint allows for a neutral evaluation of moral judgements, 
emphasizing the importance of impartiality in moral reasoning. How-
ever, he acknowledges that such a perspective is largely fictional, as 
human experience is inherently situated and influenced by individual 
circumstances, making true objectivity elusive. 5  see, e.g. Kapferer (2012): p. 150.
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Amid foregrounding corporate branding as a conscien-
tious endeavour (Iglesias, Ind, and Schultz 2022), once 
again, we grapple with the essence of corporate brands and 
their core values (Urde 2016, 2009, 2003) in search of that 
which “represents the timeless essence of the brand […] 
central to both [its] meaning and success” (Aaker 1996, p. 
85). Unlike essentialist thought, which defines brand essence 
in terms of stable attributes, modern views (Ind and Ryder 
2011; Rindell et al. 2011; Iglesias et al. 2011, 2013; Rindell 
and Iglesias 2014; Iglesias and Ind 2016; Schmidt et al. 
2022; Abratt and Kleyn 2023; Markovic, Iglesias, and Ind 
2023) increasingly embrace the fluidity and contextuality 
of brand experiences. Corporate branding is increasingly 
recognized as the project of engaging stakeholders in co-
creation (Ind et al. 2013; Iglesias et al. 2013; Iglesias and Ind 
2020), fostering responsive relationships in societal changes 
(Schmidt et al. 2022). Conscientious corporate branding, 
described as a passionate and co-created commitment (Ind 
and Iglesias 2022; Iglesias and Ind 2020), reflects the idea 
of an ever-evolving process rooted in lived experiences and 
contextual nuances rather than an outcome of a fixed iden-
tity. Thus, morality in corporate branding may be an emer-
gent property (Vargo et al. 2023) of the corporate brand as 
an assemblage of various interrelated elements (Lury 2009). 
This perspective rejects the pre-determinacy of morality in 
corporate branding; instead, it arises dynamically through 
interactions among these elements at different layers of 
abstraction, e.g., (Grimm et al. 2025). As these elements 
come together, they shape and reshape the corporate brand’s 
moral stance.

While scholars begin to feel unsettled by the essential-
ist worldview—an oversimplified worldview, that can-
not account for the greater challenges at play; a dogmatic 
stance that meets a dynamic world—even the modern view 
continues to fall prey to the categorical imperative (Ind and 
Iglesias 2022). This is particularly evident in how the con-
scientious corporate brand heuristic builds on rationalist 
views of morality, thereby reinforcing essentialist thought 
despite ostensibly embracing fluidity and contextuality. 
Rationalist morality, by nature, assumes moral outcomes 
arise from deliberation and reason—a discursive synthesis 
(Mingione 2015) towards an essential moral truth. Even in 
more dynamic approaches to corporate branding, this com-
mitment to a preordained moral order persists, implicitly 
sustaining the essentialist premise that authenticity derives 
from an inherent, discoverable brand essence—one that 
demands compliance with its moral truth. Why would cor-
porate brands opt for rationalist morality? Nietzsche may 
have answered: “Because they desire the unconditional 
confidence of others, they need first of all to develop uncon-
ditional self-confidence on the basis of some ultimate and 
indisputable commandment that is inherently sublime, and 
they want to feel like, and be accepted as, its servants and 

instruments.” (Nietzsche 1974, p. 80) In doing so, they cre-
ate the illusion of moral certainty, clinging—through mind-
less obedience—to an essentialist notion that shields them 
from the ambiguity of the real world. With the rationalist 
approach to brand morality, one cannot help but sense cor-
porate branding in the trenches of bad faith, deceiving others 
and themselves about the unfathomable and emergent nature 
of an authentic moral identity.

Towards an existentialist view on corporate 
branding

Introducing existentialism6 

Defining existentialism is a self-defeating endeavour, as 
it tries to capture the essence of some thing that rejects 
the inherent essence of all things. Existentialism views 
one’s existence as prior to one’s essence, tracing back to 
the renowned maxim “Existence precedes essence” (Sar-
tre 1956) or as Heidegger similarly writes: “The essence 
of Dasein lies in its existence” (1962, p. 42). Existential-
ism questions the human condition and is concerned with 
the being (i.e., related to ontic concerns: factical roles and 
factual properties of some individual entity’s existence) of 
Being (i.e., related to our ontological existence as being-in-
the-world) (Heidegger 1962; Dreyfus 1991). Human beings, 
or every one-self, are as life unfolds in this sense condemned 
to the perpetual act of self-making, self-defining, and self-
transcending (Nietzsche 2002; Sartre 1956). In basic terms, 
existentialist thought shelves human existence as objectively 
present substances but rather embraces the idea that we are 
always ‘not yet’ as we press forward in self-fashioning and 
refashioning our existence (Aho 2020).

Existentialism can be understood as an inquiry into the 
uncompromising (becoming) nature of our situated human 
existence and its possible—incomplete and unfathomable—
meaning. In existentialists’ views, every attempt to strictly 
define the essence of some beings or things is futile and 
self-defeating. The whys and wherefores can be addressed 
by taking one’s way and embracing critical and fresh think-
ing based on phenomenological experience, that is, experi-
ence that one lives through (van Manen 2016). Heidegger 
even claims that phenomenology (i.e., the inquiry into lived 
experience) can only help us understand our Being, our 
ontology (Heidegger 1962). Not surprisingly, existentialists 

6  While the term ‘Existentialism’ (as an ‘ism’) was introduced rather 
late by the French philosopher Gabriel Marcel in 1943, existentialist 
thought and philosophy have already developed from the nineteenth 
century onwards (Aho 2020). In this, we do not claim that existential-
ism is a unified ‘school’, but rather, we acknowledge the pluralistic 
views of existentialist thinkers. Hence, in this paper, we build on core 
existentialist thought.
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centre the individually intersubjectively nested experience. 
They prioritize, generally speaking, principles of commit-
ment, authenticity and freedom (Aho, Altman, and Pedersen 
2024). On a similar footing, existentialism shelves univer-
sal truths, essentialist principles, and deterministic values. 
Nietzsche, quite forcefully, wrote “I mistrust all systematiz-
ers and I avoid them. The will to a system is a lack of integ-
rity” (Nietzsche 1954b, p. 470). Existentialism accepts, in 
this way, a transvaluation of all values (Nietzsche 1954a) 
and embraces the idiosyncratic nature of meaning, values, 
and morality. Its thematically rich tapestry is woven—yet 
distinct—from the threads of various philosophical tradi-
tions. Heraclitus, Socrates and Plato shared an interest in 
the perpetual becoming of the self, questioning the How-
ness and Why-ness of Being (see, e.g., Plato’s Theaetetus, 
152d-e).

Hence, the quest for the authentic self commences from 
a place of ambiguity, as a fundamental aspect of the human 
condition: existence is characterized as inherently indetermi-
nate and perhaps even indeterminable (Heidegger 1962). We 
are “incapable of furnishing (…) [the human Being] with 
any principle for making choices”, because then, “the notion 
of having-to-be would have no meaning” (de Beauvoir 1949, 
9). Sartre captures the point of departure for Being as Noth-
ingness (Sartre 1956). Human Beings are nothing but what 
they make of themselves. From this perspective, problema-
tizing our intimately intertwined existence and essence is a 
vital a priori condition towards authenticity. “To attain his 
truth, man must not attempt to dispel the ambiguity of his 
being but, on the contrary, accept the task of realizing it.” 
(de Beauvoir 1949, p. 10). Ambiguity leaves us with an infi-
nite set of possibilities towards the future. The freedom of 
choice presents itself to us with the heavy weight of respon-
sibility (Sartre 1956). The project towards the future belongs 
to me, and all choices are my own, and even the context I 
find myself in, from this point forward, it is that of my own 
choosing. Hence, existentialism rejects inherent logics.

Our commitment to the meaning of existence is, through 
the lens of Kierkegaard, one of passion. Kierkegaard, par-
ticularly in Either/Or (1992) and Fear and Trembling (1985), 
discusses passion not merely as an emotional intensity but 
as a commitment to a subjective, lived experience—a leap 
of faith in pursuit of an authentic life. Therefore, passion is 
a defining force of individuality—something that drives one 
to engage deeply with existence.

Authenticity: a primal existentialist quest

In the existentialist tradition, authenticity is not a fixed state 
to be achieved, but a perpetual process of becoming—an 
ongoing endeavour to shape one’s self in response to the 
realities of existence. Heidegger (1962) positions authen-
ticity as an ontological prerequisite of our conscience, 

suggesting it arises from our ability to confront our fini-
tude and live true to our ‘ownmost’ potential (potentiality-
for-Being). For Heidegger, Dasein (Being) is always faced 
with its finite nature, and authenticity means resisting the 
inauthentic existence dictated by the They (das Man)—the 
anonymous social norms that shape much of our daily lives. 
Authenticity demands that we transcend the conditions into 
which we are thrown (Geworfenheit)—the arbitrary circum-
stances beyond our control—and actively reflect on our free-
dom to shape our existence. This reflection and transcend-
ence of thrownness are essential steps towards authentic 
selfhood.

Sartre rejects the idea of a fixed identity on similar 
grounds, framing consciousness as a decompression of 
being. For Sartre, the logic ‘A is A’ implies that being is 
fully self-contained and complete within itself. Conscious-
ness, however, is never fully ‘A’. It is “a being which is what 
it is not and which is not what it is” (Sartre 1956, p. 58), cap-
turing the idea that we are constantly in a state of becoming. 
If we were full of ourselves—completely self-contained and 
self-sufficient—there would be no space for growth, change, 
or projects towards the future. Sartre argues that Being-for-
itself is marked by nothingness or incompleteness, a lack 
that fuels our drive to create meaning. We can draw parallels 
to the existentialist-inspired psychoanalytical theory, argu-
ing that lack equals the—impossible to fulfil—desire, the 
metonymy of being (Fink 1995; Lacan 2011). If we were 
complete, without the pull of the possibility to become what 
we are not yet, life would lack purpose, reducing any future-
oriented project to a mere routine.

Realizing the ‘contingency’ of existence—the feeling that 
life has no inherent purpose—arises when confronted with 
the void, revealing ourselves as the lack of what we are not 
yet. Meaning is not given; it is created. Shielding ourselves 
from this awareness leads to a shallow or inauthentic life, 
avoiding the responsibility and freedom of shaping our own 
path. Authenticity, then, is a never-ending project, with each 
action and decision sculpting who we are in the absence of 
any predetermined essence.

Nietzsche, in his call for the transvaluation of all val-
ues, further adds to our understanding of what it takes to 
become authentic. He rejects the notion of fixed moral 
truths, asserting that authenticity involves a process of self-
overcoming (Übermensch). For Nietzsche, authenticity is 
about continuously creating and recreating oneself, reject-
ing externally imposed values, and forging one’s own path. 
He challenges us to go beyond mere acceptance of societal 
norms and to become creators of our own values, perpetually 
redefining our identity in response to life's inherent chaos 
and ambiguity.
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Making sense of existentialist thought: implications 
for corporate branding

Just as Zarathustra speaks to the need for humanity to cre-
ate its own values starved of inherent meaning (Nietzsche 
1969), corporate branding, too, begins to expedience the 
existentialist void. Albeit relying on a positioning towards 
the ‘common good’, the understanding is creeping in, that 
this common good for conscientious corporate brands cannot 
be defined or cribbed. It is nested within multiple perspec-
tives and emerges from communication. Thus, conscien-
tious corporate branding, much like the existentialist quest 
towards the authentic self, starts from a place of ambiguity.

Corporate branding sets out to reject the traditional 
identity-project (Hatch and Schultz 2001; Balmer 2001; De 
Chernatony 2002; Balmer and Gray 2003), shifting the focus 
from a stable ‘core’ identity to embracing the co-creation 
of meaning (Iglesias and Ind 2020; Kornberger 2010; Kor-
num et al. 2017; Biedenbach and Biedenbach 2022; Val-
laster and von Wallpach 2013; von Wallpach et al. 2017a, 
b). Rather than prescribing a definitive subject, we empha-
size the ongoing negotiation of meaning among multiple 
actors—legal owners, leadership, employees, customers, 
and other stakeholders—each contributing to the brand’s 
evolving existence. Today, corporate branding is commonly 
concerned with intangible experiences and perspectives 
(Iglesias, Ind, and Schultz 2022). Therefore, we do not refer 
to something fixed and concrete, an object that exists ‘out 
there’ independently of perception; in corporate terms: an 
unchanging, intrinsic entity with inherent characteristics. 
This essentialist perspective views a brand as a ‘Brand-in-
itself’, merely reflecting perceptions or imposed meanings. 
Instead, we speak of dynamic, reflective—even reflexive—
entities, continuously evolving based on a fluid, collective 
experience, shaped by multiple interrelated elements. This 
mirrors Sartre’s Being-for-itself, which emphasizes a con-
scious, self-aware state. Focusing on the intangible—or even 
the unfathomable—in corporate branding shifts the conver-
sation towards a reflective process, a collective experience 
of the corporate self, that involves empathetic engagement, 
concerted perception, and negotiation of the ‘brand-self’. 
Since by nature, emergent properties—such as brand moral-
ity—cannot be engineered into existence, corporate branding 
becomes a journey of collective sense- and meaning-making, 
rather than a fixed definition of ‘who we are’. Corporate 
brands are not confined to rigid identities or fixed narra-
tives, dictated by some framework; rather, they cannot be. 
There is nothing intrinsic to the corporate brand awaiting 
revelation or realization; the corporate brand is perpetually 
becoming through the process of revealing and realizing. 
A Brand-for-itself encompasses the idea of an autonomous 
entity that actively shapes its trajectory. A brand-for-itself is 
innately social and nested in a nexus of social connections, 

or as Heidegger would put it ‘thrown into the world.’ There-
fore, meaning-making of brands-for-themselves necessitates 
engaging in dialogues, reflections, and experiences with a 
plenitude of actors. For within that meaning-making, the 
brand-for-itself discloses itself—to itself, and to others.

The existentialist lens requires us to recalibrate our 
understanding of underlying assumptions for conscientious 
corporate brands. Unsettled by the prevailing essentialist 
view (Gyrd-Jones et al. 2013; Iglesias, Ind, and Schultz 
2022), and acknowledging that the internal–external locus 
is misguided (von Wallpach et al. 2017a, b; von Wallpach 
et al. 2017a, b; Iglesias and Ind 2020), corporate branding 
becomes reframed as the nexus of experience. Deeply rooted 
in an assemblage view of the organization—with interre-
lated elements, such as actors and narratives, coalescing 
towards a shared sense of the corporate brand (Lury 2009; 
DeLanda 2016) – this perspective emphasizes collectively 
shaped meanings, multi-contextuality and adaptability, 
perpetual experiences, and engagement as central to the 
corporate brand’s trajectory. Value experience (Sahhar and 
Loohuis 2022), and more specifically, the moral stance—
brand morality—is perceived as an emergent property of the 
assemblage (Vargo et al. 2023). The birthplace of any moral 
stance, for conscientious corporate brands, therefore, is its 
communications. Communication becomes constitutive, as 
a perpetual performative act.7 Corporate communications 
become the project of (self-) discourse and disclosure.

In further detail, corporate branding increasingly focuses 
on the corporate narrative (Argenti 2022; Cornelissen 
2022), the story of interwoven perspectives on phenomena, 
and here, more precisely, moral phenomena. Through an 
existentialist lens, the narrated self is perceived as an alter-
nate concept of conscience (Siegried 2010). One cannot con-
trol the emergence of neither conscience nor authenticity. 
Rather, one must face the continuous struggle between our 
situatedness (or in Sartre’s terms, our facticity) and tran-
scendence (Aho 2020). This struggle ontologically informs 
the authentic self. As we argue that conscience entails the 
reflection of multiple moral interpretations of phenomena, 
the corporate narrative embraces this ambiguity, acknowl-
edging that the corporate brand’s story is never fully told. 
The narrative becomes a sequence of continuous sense- and 
meaning-making, rather than merely recounting a stable past 
or projecting a stable present.

Conscience, in this view, is not an inherent moral com-
pass by which to live and be judged but a continuous process 
of self-disclosure and self-reflection. For corporate brand-
ing, this translates to an ongoing passionate commitment to 
engaging and disclosing moral interpretations of phenomena 

7  This perspective seems inspired by organizational scholarship, 
more specifically, the communicative constitution of organizations, 
see e.g. Putnam & Nicotera (2009), McPhee & Zaug (2009)
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in the corporate context. Rather than adhering rigidly to 
moral containers, conscience becomes an active, reflective—
even reflexive—practice, defined by the corporate brand’s 
response to changing contextual conditions. Performative 
communications (Christensen et al. 2013; Schoeneborn et al. 
2020)—projections into the future with references to past 
and presence—serve the Brand-for-itself as a soliloquy with 
its own potentiality for being or becoming itself.

Authenticity, often still viewed as the alignment of a cor-
porate brand’s actions with its ‘core values’, in this view, 
is redefined as an evolving project towards the corporate 
brand’s upmost potential for being itself. Rather than ref-
erencing a static essence, a brand’s authenticity is continu-
ously (re)shaped through its interactions, demonstrating 
adaptability and self-overcoming. Authenticity is perpetual 
becoming of the corporate brand. Therefore, authenticity 
is inherently elusive and subjective, deeply dependent on 
perspective and context. It can hardly be packaged, or objec-
tively measured. It exists as an interpretive experience, per-
ceived differently by each stakeholder. It is not ‘told’ in the 
traditional sense; it is sensed, and continually co-shaped. 
The brand’s authenticity, then, becomes a relational qual-
ity—emerging from the interplay between perspectives. 
Kierkegaard’s idea of the leap of faith is particularly rel-
evant here. Against the notion of corporate branding as a 
stabilizing momentum, it becomes a deeply subjective, lived 
process that requires corporate brands to commit despite the 
ambiguity and complexity of the marketplace. The brand 
assemblage must incite itself about its reason for being and 
becoming what it truly is. However, many corporate brands 
succumb to these external pressures, adopting values and 
narratives that conform to the prevailing moral climate for 
the sake of legitimacy. This can be viewed as brands throw-
ing themselves to the moral majority, prioritizing short-term 
corporate pragmatism over existentialist self-creation, and 
in doing so, eroding their authenticity.

Authenticity: perpetual becoming of the corporate 
brand

Corporate branding often corrupts authenticity by trans-
forming the process of authentication into a strategic 
tool. Authentication, in this sense, becomes a means to an 
end—a way to gain social approval—rather than a genuine 
engagement with the evolving self. For instance, consider 
Bud Light—mindlessly catering to a social issue, deceiv-
ing themselves and their stakeholders about their reason for 
being (Maloney 2023). As a result, authenticity is commodi-
fied, detached from its ontological roots, and turned into a 
marketable trait. Corporate brands thus perform authentic-
ity, aligning with predefined moral values for commercial 
benefit, while bypassing the deeper existentialist quest for 
an authentic self. If corporate brands shield themselves from Ta
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the ambiguity of creating their own meaning, by seeking 
refuge in the societal norms at hand, they act in bad faith.

Through processes of authentication, brands take delib-
erate actions to project their genuineness via curated nar-
ratives, orchestrated initiatives, and careful alignment with 
stakeholder expectations. While these efforts may create a 
perception of integrity, the authenticity they present is per-
formative at best—a façade of moral alignment. In doing 
so, corporate brands fail to engage in the perpetual process 
of becoming, which is central to existentialist authenticity. 
Instead, they risk becoming stagnant and out of touch, fix-
ated on maintaining a symbolic, static identity rather than 
embracing the fluidity and responsiveness needed in an ever-
changing landscape. True authenticity, in contrast, requires 
corporate brands to continuously evolve, acknowledging 
uncertainty, change, and even contradiction as part of their 
ongoing existence. In line with the existentialist tradition, 
authenticity, for conscientious corporate brands, takes prec-
edence over morality. Communication nurtures the perpetual 
becoming of the corporate brand (Table 1).

Wayfinding in the existentialist realm 
of corporate branding

Considering the existentialist lens, how do we find our way? 
Is it all ambiguous, out of our control? Not quite. Albeit 
not being able to provide a blueprint towards authenticity 
for conscientious corporate brands, we illustrate both per-
spectives (i.e., essentialist and existentialist) according to 
a metaphor (Biscaro et al. 2025; Cornelissen 2024). The 

essentialist perspective, metaphorically captured into the 
essentialist pathway to authenticity is in stark contrast with 
the existentialist hermeneutic spiral (Fig. 1). The former 
depicts a ‘stepwise’ pathway to authenticity in an arena of 
universal assumptions to authenticity. The latter is a per-
petual process of meaning-seeking and interpretation. For 
conscientious corporate brands, forgive us for the platitude, 
it is about the journey, not the destination.

Through the existentialist lens, a conscientious corpo-
rate brand requires—what we coin—a Brand for-itself. A 
Brand-for-itself embraces ambiguity as an inherent aspect 
of existence, rather than fleeing into a confined static and 
unreflective state of established norms and values. The foun-
dation for shaping a Brand-for-itself from an existentialist 
perspective is formed by seven non-exhaustive tenets.

Tenet 1. Authenticity takes precedence 
over morality

“We know the authentic effects of the true fire through 
everyone of its million disguises” (Emerson 1950, p. 209). 
We have an intrinsic capacity to detect authenticity in a 
world full of imitation and disguise, full of bad faith. This 
underscores the importance of originality, of a being in 
style (Nietzsche 1974; Aho 2020), in the face of societal 
norms. Conformity to societal norms and standards is the 
essentialist pathway towards a moral identity. This is all but 
authentic, since existentialist authenticity rejects inherent 
logics, and requires us to confront the ambiguity of creating 
our own. Authenticity is a performative construct, some-
thing that is always becoming (Barad 2003). It is the a priori 

Fig. 1   The essentialist and existentialist metaphors on conscientious corporate brands
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condition to a viable moral stance, and it is about confront-
ing the potentiality of becoming who we are. As there are no 
hidden layers to reality, authenticity emerges from commu-
nication. Throughout the brand assemblage, conscientious 
corporate brands foster empathetic dialogue to allow for the 
emergence of their authentic self.

In the advent of authenticity, emerges a Brand-for-itself. 
As such, it acts not merely as a vessel of conformity to social 
norms but as a self-determining entity, engaged in ongoing, 
reflective becoming. It transcends mere function to embody 
its own project towards the future.

Tenet 2. A brand‑for‑itself is constituted 
in communication

As a Brand-for-itself, corporate brands are never static, but 
perpetually created through the ongoing exchange of per-
spectives (e.g., on moral issues). Therefore, we may think 
of corporate brands as text, which either informs moral 
judgements, communicates moral decisions, or takes stand 
towards moral dilemma. The hermeneutic perspective on 
branding (Hatch and Rubin 2006) renders conscientious cor-
porate brands as constituted in communication (Putnam and 
Nicotera 2009; McPhee and Zaug 2009). More precisely, we 
may perceive of these corporate brands as constituted in nar-
ratives with moral relevancy. As these narratives are contin-
uously self-narrated and re-narrated, formed and reformed, 
through interactions with stakeholders, they reflect the col-
lective experience of those engaging it.

As a Brand-toward-finitude, its story is perpetually 
unfolding, never reaching a definitive conclusion. Much 
like Heidegger’s Being-toward-death, the corporate brand 
remains in a state of perpetual self-narration. Each interac-
tion, decision, and change in societal context reopens and 
reframes the narrative, resisting finitude or complete coher-
ence. In this way, the corporate brand is an entity ‘toward-
finitude’—aware of its inevitable incompleteness and con-
stantly in the process of becoming, where each chapter may 
only set the stage for the next.

Tenet 3. A brand‑for‑itself embraces ambiguity

“…and consciousness, which is taken to be the seat of clear 
thinking, is on the contrary the very abode of ambiguity.” 
(Merleau-Ponty 2002, p. 387) We may perceive of conscien-
tious corporate brands as living, evolving entities. As schol-
ars rightfully pointed out, conscientious corporate brands 
are inherently co-shaped through continuous interaction 
with stakeholders (Iglesias and Ind 2020; Biedenbach and 
Biedenbach 2022; Iglesias et al. 2023). The ongoing dia-
logue renders the conscientious corporate brand relevant and 
responsive, reflecting the existentialist emphasis on active 
engagement with the world (being-in-the-world) and the 

fluid, ever-changing nature of becoming oneself. A consci-
entious corporate brand’s identity is neither fixed nor pre-
determined. Instead, it becomes an ongoing project towards 
the future shaped by the experiences and inputs from all 
its constitutive elements. As we suggest, this co-shaping 
of a conscientious corporate brand’s identity may induce 
a (sub-)conscious experience as we, as a collective moral 
actor. Corporate brands may focus on collective agency as 
the intersubjective individual experience as we, with a high 
degree of sharedness amongst individual experiences of who 
we are or what we value (Becker et al., 2023).

Tenet 4. The brand‑for‑itself is informed by its 
brand‑in‑the‑world

As a Brand-in-the-world, conscientious corporate brands 
thrive to become a nexus of experience. Disclosing the cor-
porate brand in sequence and subjective reality addresses the 
need for ‘contextual relativism’ as an advanced skill in moral 
reasoning (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2004). For conscientious 
corporate brands, this highlights, that we may not meaning-
fully assess morality beyond the phenomenological horizon, 
beyond what we perceive of the emergent brand morality 
in each situation. The position towards the ‘common good’ 
is derived from this self-disclosure: “Since we cannot do 
without an orientation to the good, and since we cannot be 
indifferent to our place relative to this good, and since this 
place is something that must always change and become, 
the issue of the directive of our lives must arise from us.” 
(Taylor 1989, p. 47) Brand morality becomes a matter of a 
fleeing and (sub-)conscious experience in harmony (Sahhar 
and Loohuis 2022).

Entangled within the nexus of experience and meaning, 
emerges the Brand-in-the-world, characterized as embedded 
within, and shaped by its context. Just as humans exist in a 
world, they both influence and are influenced by, a Brand-
in-the-world does not stand apart from its surroundings as 
static entity; it is dynamically engaged in, responsive to, 
and shaped by its relations with stakeholders, markets, and 
societal norms and values. A Brand-in-the-world acknowl-
edges and navigates the complexities of the world it inhabits, 
moving beyond transactional interactions to nurture a situ-
ated authenticity that reflects its evolving role in the broader 
assemblage. Rather than retreating into an idealized, essen-
tialist core, a Brand-in-the-world embraces its interconnect-
edness, finding purpose and identity through continuous, 
active engagement with its contexts and communities that 
both shape and depend on it.
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Tenet 5. A brand‑for‑itself flourishes 
within the midst of irreducible normative plurality

Much like innovation, an authentic moral identity cannot 
be created outright; instead, it emerges through a corporate 
brand’s capacity to navigate complex moral landscapes skil-
fully. This requires fostering practical virtues as problem-
solving abilities, allowing corporate brands to engage with 
and respond to competing moral claims (McMullin 2019). 
More specifically, conscientious corporate brands must 
attend to three distinct domains: first-person claims of the 
self, which relate to self-fulfilment and the realization of 
unique potential8; second-person claims of others, involv-
ing moral responsibility and relational integrity; and third-
person claims rooted in shared, intersubjective norms and 
rationality (ibid.).

This process necessitates practical rationality, a norm-
governed attunement to how the world discloses as mean-
ingful and valuable within each situation (McMullin 2019). 
Through this lens, corporate brands are called to develop 
a unique ‘style of being’ that goes beyond mere compli-
ance with or alignment to the moral majority (which we 
coin corporate branding in bad faith), instead embracing 
an evolving identity that reflects their collective character 
and direction. In line with Nietzsche’s notion of nurturing 
one's style (Nietzsche 1974; McMullin 2019), conscientious 
corporate brands may thus approximate a moral stance that 
resonates not by adherence to singular ideals but through 
an adaptive balance of the many, sometimes conflicting, 
perspectives they embody. This balancing act forms a vital 
character trait for operating authentically within a pluralis-
tic moral landscape, embodying the conscientious corporate 
brand’s commitment as an existentialist corrective to essen-
tialist prevalence.

Tenet 6. A brand‑for‑itself involves sequential 
and contextual learning

Conscientious corporate branding necessitates continuous 
learning. This demands ongoing reflection, a refined empiri-
cal sensitivity to the evolving landscape, and the discovery 
of suitable responses (Chia 2017; Hutchins 1995). In this, we 
argue that conscientious corporate brands need to build on 
multiplex knowledge. In addition to more overtly embedded 
forms of knowledge (such as episteme and techné), conscien-
tious corporate brands need to be attuned to the wisdom that 
is inherently institutionalized (such as phronesis and metis) 
(Chia 2017). Conscientious corporate brands that skilfully 
cope with and balance both forms of knowledge and wis-
dom increasingly develop the capacity to weigh multiple 

moral perspectives and adaptability to anticipate in complex 
environments.

Tenet 7. A Brand‑for‑itself pursues perpetual 
becoming towards the Über‑Brand

In the quest for authenticity and self-realization, a Brand-for-
itself embodies the Nietzschean ideal of perpetual becoming, 
striving to transcend conventional constraints. This journey 
is characterized by an ongoing process of being attuned with 
the evolving brand assemblage, wherein the corporate brand 
continually seeks to redefine itself in response to dynamic 
relational interactions. The Über-Brand represents an aspi-
rational state of authenticity and higher virtues, serving as a 
guiding vision for corporate brands to emulate.

Implications

Despite the growing emphasis on authenticity, existential-
ist thought has largely been absent from scholarly discus-
sions in corporate branding, arguably, because it rejects 
its instrumental connotation and the categorical framing 
of that which cannot be framed. To the essentialist, exis-
tentialism may appear fuzzy, lacking the clear pathways 
and definitive structures that characterize more traditional 
approaches to branding and identity. This perceived ambi-
guity can be unsettling, as it challenges the desire for con-
crete definitions and stable meanings. However, this very 
lack of rigidity is what renders existentialism profoundly 
true and relevant. It acknowledges the complexities and 
uncertainties inherent in human experience and corporate 
branding, allowing for a more authentic engagement with 
the evolving realities of stakeholders. This paper intro-
duces existentialist thought, opening new avenues for 
understanding how conscientious corporate brands may 
serve as an existentialist corrective, allowing for a deeper 
reading of their communications and narratives. To our 
knowledge, we are among the first to put the existential-
ist lens to work in corporate branding, bridging a signifi-
cant gap in literature. This paper challenges traditional 
essentialist views and sets the stage for future research 
exploring the implications of existentialist thought in vari-
ous aspects of corporate branding, marketing and organi-
zational studies. Within this, we believe that our paper 
encourages scholars and practitioners in the realm of cor-
porate branding to engage in ‘critical thinking’ (Dreyfus 
1997; Heidegger 1966) instead of trusting on prescrip-
tions. Doing so may help them to transcend the tensions of 
everyday experience embedded in organizational dogmata.

While the insights generated by corporate branding schol-
arship are valuable, it is crucial to remain wary of overem-
phasizing their implications. This paper serves as a reminder 

8  For a further debate on meaningful choice and the immersive self-
realization of stakeholders, see Anker (2023).
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to ground theoretical advancements in concrete case-level 
analyses (Cooren et al. 2011), ensuring that our understand-
ing of corporate branding remains tied to real-world prac-
tices and the complexities of stakeholder interactions.

Our exploration delineates the limitations of exist-
ing branding frameworks that prioritize stability and core 
identities. By highlighting the need for a more fluid and 
dynamic understanding of corporate brands, we encourage 
researchers and practitioners to reconsider the parameters 
within which corporate branding operates, emphasizing 
the importance of dialogue, co-creation, and the subjective 
experiences of stakeholders in shaping brand narratives. 
In the willingness to embark on the existentialist quest, we 
may delineate conscientious corporate branding as a field of 
inquiry in its own right.

Amongst brand practitioners, we encourage discomfort, 
liminality and reflection: ‘Making brands uncomfortable 
again’ involves challenging the status quo and embracing the 
ambiguity inherent in the branding process. Brands—acting 
in good faith—naturally move away from polished, predeter-
mined narratives that prioritize conformity to societal norms 
and instead lean into the complexities and contradictions 
of their identities. By openly confronting uncomfortable 
truths, brands may create space for critical reflection and 
dialogue among stakeholders. This discomfort can lead to 
deeper understanding and authentic engagement, enabling 
brands to evolve in response to the realities of their operating 
environments. As fragmentation emerges as a seminal hin-
drance to the formation of a brand purpose, brand managers 
become conductors of their assemblage. The existentialist 
lens is a call for brand managers to realizing freedom in 
orchestrating a brand purpose irrespective of the normative 
toolboxes. In this sense, we argue that brands are condemned 
to authenticity.

If challenged, they may answer: “’This – is now my way: 
where is yours?’ Thus I answered those who asked me ‘the 
way’. For the way – does not exist.” (Nietzsche 1969, p. 
166).

Appendix: Glossary

Concept Explanation Exemplary further 
reading

Ambiguity As we cannot shelve 
human existence 
with principles for 
making choices, 
the starting point 
for any being is 
complex, unfath-
omable, and at 
times contradictory

de Beauvoir: The Eth-
ics of Ambiguity

Concept Explanation Exemplary further 
reading

Bad Faith The act of self-
deception, lying 
to oneself about 
one’s freedom, 
and avoiding one’s 
responsibility by 
fleeing into societal 
norms, and stand-
ards on how to be

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Being-in-itself (être-
en-soi)

A mode of existence 
characteristic of 
inanimate objects, 
which simply are 
without conscious-
ness or the capacity 
for change

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Being-for-itself (être-
pour-soi)

The for-itself is “a 
being which is 
what it is not and 
is not what it is” 
(Sartre 1956, p. 
58). It represents 
the self-conscious, 
free aspect of 
human existence 
that confronts 
its own freedom 
and sets out to 
create meaningful 
choices. A mode of 
existence character-
istic of conscious 
beings, who can 
reflect, project and 
change

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Being-in-the-world Heidegger’s term 
for the fundamen-
tal way human 
beings are always 
already situated 
and engaged in the 
world

Heidegger: Being and 
Time

Dasein A term used by Hei-
degger to denote 
human existence 
or “being-there”, 
emphasizing our 
presence in the 
world and our 
awareness of it

Heidegger: Being and 
Time
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Concept Explanation Exemplary further 
reading

Facticity The aspects of one’s 
life that are given 
and unchangeable, 
context of the past, 
the circumstances 
of one’s coming 
to be (at birth), 
which limits one’s 
freedom

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Freedom The central tenet 
in existentialism, 
highlighting one’s 
ability and respon-
sibility to shape 
one’s own life

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

de Beauvoir: The Eth-
ics of Ambiguity

Master morality Nietzsche’s concept 
of a morality that 
is rooted in a sense 
of self-affirmation, 
and the creation of 
one’s own values. 
Master morality 
celebrates indi-
vidual excellence 
and the assertion 
of one’s will to 
power, encouraging 
individuals to tran-
scend conventional 
moral norms and 
create their own 
path. Master moral-
ity is the antipode 
to slave morality

Nietzsche: Beyond 
Good and Evil

Nietzsche: On the 
Genealogy of Morals

Nothingness The absence of 
essence or intrinsic 
meaning in the 
human experience

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Otherness (The 
Other)

The recognition of 
the existence of 
other conscious 
beings who 
perceive the world 
differently, often 
leading to the 
development of 
self-awareness

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Phenomenology A philosophical 
approach that 
concentrates on the 
inquiry of meaning 
through the study 
of lived experience

Heidegger: Being and 
Time

Husserl: Logical 
Investigations

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Merleau-Ponty: 
Phenomenology of 
Perception

Concept Explanation Exemplary further 
reading

Responsibility The acknowledgment 
that individuals 
must take full 
responsibility for 
their actions and 
the consequences 
of their choices

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Slave morality Nietzsche’s concept 
of a morality that 
arises from the 
oppressed and 
values traits like 
kindness, empathy, 
and humility. 
In Nietzsche’s 
conceptualization, 
human beings take 
refuge in such 
values, as they feel 
constraint by soci-
ety to develop their 
own path. Slave 
morality is the 
antipode to master 
morality

Nietzsche: Beyond 
Good and Evil

Nietzsche: On the 
Genealogy of Morals

Thrownness (Gewor-
fenheit)

Heidegger’s concept 
describing how 
human beings 
are thrown into 
the world and 
situations—seem-
ingly—beyond 
their control, 
which shape—or 
inform—their 
existence

Heidegger: Being and 
Time

Transcendence The ability to go 
beyond one’s 
immediate cir-
cumstances and 
limitations through 
realizing one’s 
freedom of choice; 
the for-itself contin-
uously transcends 
the given situation

Sartre: Being and 
Nothingness

Übermensch (Over-
man)

The ability to reach 
beyond one’s 
immediate circum-
stances and limita-
tions by realizing 
one’s freedom in 
meaningful choices

Nietzsche: Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra
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Concept Explanation Exemplary further 
reading

The They (das Man) Heidegger’s term for 
the anonymous col-
lective that dictates 
norms and conven-
tions, often leading 
individuals away 
from authentic 
existence

Heidegger: Being and 
Time

Will to Power Nietzsche’s funda-
mental concept 
describing the driv-
ing force of human 
beings to transcend 
the current situa-
tion, the drive to 
assert and enhance 
one’s values

Nietzsche: The Will to 
Power

Nietzsche: Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra
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