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ABSTRACT

1. INTRODUCTION

Sustainability is rapidly becoming a viable ideology in
business (Erdil, 2013), becoming one of the most important
criteria for customer choice and stakeholder attitudes toward
brands (Vesal et al., 2021; Sheth & Sinha, 2015). There is a
tendency to use sustainability for symbolic purposes (to
increase reputation or create a public image), but does not
necessarily involve fundamental changes in the organization
(Gond et al., 2012). Even if companies have sustainability
certificates and regular sustainability reports, it may not
penetrate the organization and remain on the surface (Jaber
& Oftedal, 2020). Therefore, actions that were once seen as
justified can now be considered as unsustainable actions and
are no longer legitimate. Therefore, legitimacy is necessary as
a central role in an ecosystem, and as a process, it starts from
the individual level and expands to groups, communities and
networks (Haack & Sieweke, 2018; Haack et al, 2021;
Gustafson & Pomirleanu, 2021).
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Past research focusing on consumer markets showed that adopting
environmental sustainability practices, such as pollution prevention
and reducing energy and natural resource consumption, forces
companies to strengthen their brand equity (Chen, 2010; Chen,
2015; Olsen et al., 2014). But compared to consumer markets, the
dominant marketing activities and the economic value of marketing
activities occur in industrial markets, and the operation of industrial
companies also requires significant resource consumption and
imposes a greater burden on the environment (Kapitan et al., 2019).
Therefore, sustainability is a vital input to create a positive brand
image for industrial companies; However, despite its importance,
sustainable branding has been particularly neglected in industrial
marketing research (Vesal et al., 2021). Especially in developing
countries, where the role of branding is crucial for taking advantage
of market opportunities and gaining competitive advantages, but
the dominant frame of reference for research on industrial branding
still emphasizes developed countries (Nyadzayo et al.,, 2018).
Therefore, it is surprising that there is little research on industrial
markets focusing on the relationship between sustainability and
brand in developing countries. Because insufficient infrastructure
and socioeconomic conditions in developing countries place more
responsibility on companies for market and regional development
(Sheth & Sinha, 2015). Therefore, it is necessary to understand how
industrial companies operating in developing countries (such as
Iran) can build legitimate brands and increase market presence
through sustainable investment.

However, research that has investigated the legitimacy of B2B
sustainable brands is rare, so the present study seeks to fill the
research gap related to the legitimacy, sustainability and branding of
B2B companies in the marketing literature. On the other hand, due
to the fact that legitimacy in its current environment is evaluated by
the influence of social beliefs ,and cultural values (Suddaby et al.,



2017), it should be evaluated differently in environments that have
different laws or religions. Also, considering the problems of climate
change related to B2B businesses in the country; it is very important
to pay attention and act to legitimize a sustainable brand. Therefore,
this research identifies the discourse framework of B2B sustainable
brand legitimacy in Iran. The purpose of this study is to show how
industrial companies can legitimize their sustainable brands for their
B2B customers.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

In the current research, the philosophical framework of the
positivist interpretive paradigm (Q method) was used to investigate
the concept of sustainable B2B brand legitimacy. The Q method is a
technique that enables the researcher to first identify and classify
individual perceptions and opinions and secondly to categorize
groups of people based on their perceptions (McKeown & Thomas,
2013). The main purpose of this technique is to reveal different
thinking patterns, not to count the number of people who have
different thinking.

The current research is practical in terms of its purpose, and in
terms of collecting information, it has been done with the Q
method. The statistical population of the research includes
managers of B2B businesses. Considering that in Q studies, the
sample size can be from 8 to 40 people (Khoshgooyan Fard, 2007).
In this research, 12 people who were directly related to the subject
were selected purposefully. the criteria for participants to enter the
research; There are managers of B2B industries with more than ten
years of work experience who have expertise and work experience
in B2B industries where sustainability plays an essential role.



3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Through the calculation of the score arrays of the five groups
(mental patterns), identified and also by sorting the factor arrays in
each factor (mental group), propositions that are more agreed or
disagreed in each mental group were determined. The findings of
the study indicate five mentalities; External legitimacy, pragmatic
legitimacy, normative legitimacy, instrumental legitimacy ,and
catalyst legitimacy are stable in relation to brand legitimacy.

4. CONCLUSION

The results of the present study indicate that legitimation process is
a process that includes not only the marketing function, but also the
entire organization. Therefore, B2B businesses should pay attention
to the use of employees in customer relations, because they are
basically the faces of the brand. Also, sustainable B2B brands should
be associated with positive associations; Create value for both
suppliers and customers. Branding and legitimization are actions
that can be done simultaneously.

Keywords: B2B Business, Brand legitimacy, Sustainable Branding, Q
Method.
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