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Introduction

Positioning is among the basic elements of the contemporary marketing
management1 and a benchmark for determining the parameters of market offers.
Marketing experts use the positioning strategy in order to differentiate their companies’
offers from the offers of their competitors and to communicate their desired positions2.

The concept of market positioning is applicable in different aspects: companies,
companies’ divisions, outlets, brands, product lines, personalities. Irrespective of the aspect
of application, the purpose of positioning is to create a unique and favourable image in
the minds of target customers”3. Therefore, marketing experts have to plan the positions
in which their offers have clear points of differentiation from their competitors and to
communicate them appropriately to their target market. Towards the implementation of
this task T. Krastevich4 defines the following informative and analytical questions in the
process of developing a positioning strategy at the “product” level5:

- What needs can be met or satisfied through the specific product?
- What are the main purchase determinants of the consumer behavior in terms

of the respective product?
- To what extent do the proposed product and the products of its main

competitors match the purchase determinants?
The above questions can provide an explanation to marketing experts as to the

development trends of the tools for studying the positioning of products, brands and
companies, as well as the operation of the said tools. Identifying needs and the
fundamental determinants of consumer behavior in a specific context, as well as
assessing the degree of correspondence between companies’ offers and the purchase
determinants can be done by assessing the perceived quality of the seller’s offer, as
well as by assessing the strength of the corporate image.

1 Porter, M. What is Strategy? // Harvard Business Review, 74 (6), 1996, pp. 61-78.
2 Boone, L., Kurtz, D. Contemporary Marketing, Harcourt, 10th edition, 2001.
3 Bhat, S., Reddy, S. Symbolic and Functional Positioning of brands. // Journal of Consumer Marketing,

1998, No 1, pp. 32-43.
4 Banchev P., Krastevich Т. Basics of marketing – marketing concept. Tsenov Academic Publishing

House, Svishtov, 1999, page 274.
5 The issues raised are related to positioning on the “product” level, but after adaptation they can be

successfully used also for the positioning of brands and companies.
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The purpose of this article is by clarifying the nature and role of the concept of
positioning and following its evolution, to present and analyze the results of a study of
the market positions of particular companies, through the quality of their offers and
their corporate image.

The companies featured in the research are ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ plc and ‘Ralitza
Furniture Houses’. The classic approach to estimating the market position requires an
examination of customers’ opinion. The article, however, contains an unconventional
approach to positioning: the employees of both companies were the respondents in the
opinion poll. The logic that was applied is that staff opinion about corporate image and
the components of their employers’ offers is inevitably projected onto customers through
direct and indirect channels of influence. The selected objects of the study (the two
companies) cannot guarantee representativeness that could make it possible to
formulate clear-cut global conclusions. However, the total number of respondents in
the two companies (50 in each) allows us to test the selected methodology using
classical research instruments applied to an atypical target group.

1. Evolution of the positioning concept

The interest in the concept of positioning occurs in the context of the established
three-step model of market development: “segmentation - target market selection -
positioning” (STP). The process of market development is launched in response to the
decreasing effectiveness of the offers in the 60s of the 20th century. The reason for
reducing marketing efficiency was the standardization of product and service quality,
and the massification of consumption, whereby clients lost their personalised image. The
unification of the offers of the different sellers reduced the profit margin per unit of
product. The marketing costs rose dramatically in order to attract more customers and
to increase the profits. In that period marketing experts found that the ability of companies
to tailor their offers according to the requirements of individual segments provided an
opportunity to attract and retain more customers. This resulted in the concept of market
segmentation, in the more precise determination of its scope and the application of several
tools to help customers to build a specific image (position) of the offers of individual
sellers. Tailoring of the offers and directing the costs of reporting the performance and
potential of the respective market segment are based upon preconceived ideas of the
brand positioning, product or company in the minds of customers in that segment.

It can therefore be concluded that the positioning is associated with the perceptions
of customers, i.e the analyzed concept is psychological in its nature. Ries and Trout
(1986)6 were the first to analyze the so-called “psychological positioning”, claiming
that it does not simply refer to the product. They believe that positioning concerns
above all the customer’s mind and his/her opinion on the respective product. In terms
of the instruments used, positioning represents “the development of a specific marketing
mix for impacting the general perception of potential customers of the brand, product
or company as a whole“7. This means that after establishing the market position of the
6 Ries. A., Trout, J. Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind. New York, McGraw-Hill, 1986.
7 Lamb, W., Hair, W., McDaniel, C. Marketing, Thompson South Western, 7th edition, 2004.
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respective object of research (product, brand, company, etc.), suitable instruments
need to be developed to attract the respective group of customers.

The indisputable importance of positioning for the companies’ market performance
has promoted the development of different positioning models: Abbot’s concept, the
perfect point model, the perfect vector model8. Irrespective of the interest of different
researchers in the positioning strategy there were no documented strategic positioning
models in the specialized literature within a few decades until the 90s of the 20 th

century, which would have allowed a comprehensive view of positioning and its
operation9. In the 80s and 90s of the 20th century a number of researchers (Park,
Jaworski, MacInnis, 198610; Hooley, Saunders, Piercy, 199811) made attempts at
developing and testing conceptual positioning frameworks. A few years later Blankson
and Kalafatis12,13 combined the ideas of the researchers from the 80s and 90s of the
20th century and developed a strategic positioning framework, in which they followed
the process of defining a positioning goal, setting positioning tasks, implementation and
monitoring of positioning strategies.

The conceptual positioning framework defines the process and the main interacting
components as per the different stages without specifying how exactly the positioning
can be implemented. The specific parameters through which it would be possible to
determine the market positions of companies (as a whole or as per the elements in
their offers) are the following: the perceived quality and the corporate image.

Golder et al (2012)14 believed that quality was the most important and complex
component of the business strategy, which defines its position at the core of companies’
positioning. Marketing experts emphasize on the perceived quality as one of the possible
dimensions of quality in principle. In this line Zaithaml (1988)15 argues that “the objective
quality might not exist, since any quality is perceived by an individual“. Therefore,
using a suitable set of instruments it is possible to assess the perceptions of a specific
group of respondents as concerns the objective elements of the offers.

8 Banchev P., Krastevich Т. Basics of marketing – marketing concept. Tsenov Academic Publishing
House, Svishtov, 1999, pages 274-289.

9 Rigger, W. Positioning in Theory and Practice: Towards a Research Agenda. // 24th EMAC Conference
Proceedings, ESSEC, France, May 16-19, 1995, Vol. 1, pp. 991-1009.

1 0 Park, C., Jaworski, B., MacInnis, D. Strategic Brand Concept-Image Management. // Journal of
Marketing, 50, 4 (1986), pp. 135-145.

1 1 Hooley, G., Saunders, J., Piercy, N. Marketing Strategy & Competitive Positioning. 2nd Ed. London,
Prentice Hall Europe, 1998.

1 2 Blankston, C., Kalafatis, S.Toward a Composite Strategic Positioning Framework. Proceedings of the
Academy of Marketing Science World Marketing Congress Conference, Cardiff, Wales, U.K., Vol. X,
June-July, 2001.

1 3 Blankston, C., Kalafatis, S. Congruence Between Positioning and Brand Advertising. // Journal of
Advertising Research, March, 2007, p. 79.

1 4 Golder, P., Mitra, D., Moorman, C. What is Quality? An Integrative Framework of Processes and
States. // Journal of Marketing, Vol. 76 (July 2012), p. 1.

1 5 Zaithaml, V. Consumer Perceptions of Price, Quality, and Value: A Means-End Model and Synthesis
of Evidence. // Journal of Marketing, 52 (July), p. 2-22.
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Corporate image is another measure that can be used to determine companies’
market positions. It is an “important instrument of differentiation from the
competition“16. Image exists in people’s minds as an interrelated flow of information
that triggers a picture and emotional reaction. Image is perceived as a totality of brand
associations which are organized in a specific meaningful way in the consumers’
memory.

2. Methodology of the research

The descriptive method was chosen with a view of achieving the basic aim of
the research. A standardized questionnaire was designed as a data collection instrument.
The monitored units are the companies’ employees, distributed in groups: senior
managers, middle managers and employees.

The volume of the sample is, as follows: 71% of the general totality for the ‘Ralitsa
Furniture Houses’ and 47% of the general totality for ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ plc.

A juxtaposition of each of the researched companies with the “ideal company
for the respondents” was made in order to assess the established perceptions in the
minds of the employees. The responses of the polled individuals provide an indication
of the distance of each of the companies from the ideal formulated by the employees.
The evaluation of the views was made using a 5-point scale: from 1 – “very far” to 5
– “very close”.

The assessment of the method of positioning of the company was done also
through the perception of the quality of the offer and the image of the researched
companies. The perception of the quality of the offer was assessed in the following
cross-sections:

- Summary of the quality assessment of the offer in comparison to the
offers of other companies selling similar products. А 5-point scale was
used: from 1 –„much worse“ to 5 – „much better“.

- Assessment by separate components of the offer through a 5-point scale
with Likert-type statements: from 1 – “I don’t agree at all” to 5 – “I completely
agree”.

The companies’ corporate image was studied in two aspects:
- General evaluation of the companies’ corporate image, measured by a 5-

point scale: from 1 – “very negative” to 5 – “very positive”.
- Evaluation of the companies’ corporate image by operationalizing

variables. A 5-point scale was used for the purpose, where 1 is the most
unfavourable mark, while 5 is the most favourable mark). The assessment of
the image through this technique was done in three aspects: functional, social
and psychological.

The functional image was assessed through the following opposing pairs of
statements: “offers good solutions for its customers – doesn’t offer good solutions for

1 6 Insun, K. The Necessity of Corporate Image Specialization: Through the Case Study of Comparative
Analysis Between the Domestic and overseas Market of Korean Company. // Asian Journal of Business
Management, 5 (1), 2013, p. 104.
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its customers”, “committed to the problems of its customers – not committed to the
problems of its customers”, “experienced – inexperienced”, “capable – incapable”,
“flexible – inflexible”.

The social image was assessed through the following pairs of antonyms: “stable
- unstable”, “friendly - unfriendly”, “confident – unconfident”, “honest – dishonest”.

The psychological image was assessed in the following aspects: “prestigious –
not prestigious”, “socially committed – socially not committed”, “modern -
conservative”, “respected – not respected”, “luxurious - ordinary”, “leader company
– follower company”, “intelligent – not intelligent”.

To ensure the reliability of the data, the following statistical tests were performed:
test for the reliability of the instruments used (through the Cronbach’s Alpha criterion)
and the criteria validity test. The conducted statistical tests show a high degree of
reliability and validity, which means that the data obtained are reliable.

The actual statistical data processing was implemented through: content analysis
(of the open questions with initial definition of the dimensions of the quality and image),
averages, regression analysis.

3. Results of the study and discussion

The comparison of the researched companies with the respondents’ perception
of the ideal company allows for the following average grades to be formed: 3.18 for
‘Interservice Uzunovi’ and 2.88 for ‘Ralitza Furniture Houses’. These marks indicate
that employees of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ perceive the company as “mid-level” at
almost equal distance from the “worst” and the “ideal company”, while the assessment
of ‘Ralitza Furniture Houses’ is in the negative specter of the scale. The said distance
is influenced by the respondents’ satisfaction under the individual motivators. The
distance from the ideal company results from  the frustration of the employees in the
following areas: the fair moral evaluation for the efforts used, compensation, a sense
of job security, attitude of managers to subordinates.

The discussed distance is influenced also by the perception of employees of the
overall offer of the company, as well as by their perception of the corporate image. An
important point in the evaluation of the quality and image is the subjective nature of the
assessment for these two constructs. Even if employees are not competent to
objectively assess the quality of the offer, it has to be taken into consideration that
each of them has their own understanding of quality, which can often differ significantly
from objective quality (as per the specifications). Reasons for this may include: level
of intelligence of respondents, their experience, aptitude for selective perception,
retention and distortion of reality, mutual influences between different constructs (eg,
perceived quality can be influenced by the perceived image).

When interpreting the resulting average grades the possibility that none of the
real market players comes close to the ideal company has to be accounted for.
Therefore, the average marks in comparison with the ideal may be materially different
from the average marks in competitive terms. The data concerning the quality of the
offer (Table 1) confirm this conclusion.
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Table 1

Average grades of the quality of the offers of the researched companies

All average scores are in the positive part of the scale (above 3.00). This shows as
concerns the studied eight aspects of perceived quality, that the employees believe that
their employers are doing well or very well. The overall quality rating for ‘Interservice
Uzunovi’ (3.13) to a large extent overlaps with the overall assessment of the positioning of
the company in comparison with the ideal of the respondents (3.18). In general, the offer
of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ does not have any competitive advantage. The employees of
‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ believe that the quality of the offer is slightly better than the
average performance of competitors. However, the evaluation of perceived quality (3,43)
is substantially higher than the evaluation of the positioning relative to the ideal company.

The areas in which it can be strongly argued that the companies are able to
maintain the quality of their offers are the following:

- ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ provides accurate information to customers; it ensures
a high quality service; it responds relatively quickly whenever a problem occurs
and manages to resolve it.

- ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ manages to solve the problems of clients, ensuring
high quality service and meeting the specific needs of its customers.

The most significant problems are related to the following elements of the offer:
First problem. The pricing policy of both companies is not flexible enough.

Part of the orders of ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ are executed within three months,

Assertions Interservice
Uzunovi

Ralitsa
Furniture

Houses
Compared to competitors selling similar products, the overall offer
of the company is: from 1 – “much worse” to 5 – “much better” 3.13 3.43

The company provides for its customers sufficient volume of
information about the sold products 3.88 3.73

The company provides for its customers precise information about
the sold products 4.09 3.88

The company satisfies its customers’ specific needs 3.77 4.06

With their actions the company’s employees ensure the high quality
of the service 4.07 4.17

The company’s employees are capable of solving any arisen
problems of customers 4.33 4.25

The company’s employees are quick to respond to an occurred
problem 4.29 4.00

The company has a flexible price policy in line with market
changes 3.11 3.35
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and prices are perceived as being high. Both companies are characterized by spontaneity
in their  promotions. The price problem is most significant in the offer of ‘Interservice
Uzunovi’. This is confirmed by the conducted additional multiple regression analysis.
It was found that pricing carries a 35.5% weight on employee perception of quality of
the overall offer.

Second problem. ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ has difficulties meeting specific
customer needs (average score of 3.77). The reason for this is its limited product
range in the outlets.

Third problem. Customers of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ do not get enough
information about the products sold (3.88).

Fourth problem. The employees of ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ fail to provide
an adequate amount of information about the products sold (average score 3.73). This
is mainly due to the use of untranslated catalogs of foreign partners, lack of information
about the advantages and disadvantages of materials used, insufficient information
about competitive deals.

The second major aspect of determining the market position of the companies is
their corporate image. The overall image of both companies is assessed as “rather
positive” (average score of 3.58 for ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ and 3.62 for ‘Ralitsa
Furniture Houses’). Among the factors that adversely affect the image are the following
(only factors are displayed whose scores are lower than the average score of the total
image: 3.58 for ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ and 3.62 for ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’):

- Factors of the functional image group: the two companies are not flexible
enough;

- Factors of the psychological image group: ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ is not
perceived as the market leader (3.27); it is not sufficiently advanced (3.46 )
and not top-of-the-range company (3.50). ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ is not
sufficiently socially committed (3.39) and it could put more effort so that it is
perceived as the market leader (3.46).

Along with the aforementioned problems other factors can also be identified
which favor the development of the companies’ image:

- Factors of the functional image group: both companies are experienced and
capable, they offer better solutions and engage with customer problems.

- Factors of the social image group: ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ is perceived as an
honest, friendly and stable company. ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ is a friendly,
confident and honest company.

- Factors of the psychological image group: in the minds of the respondents,
both companies are intelligent and prestigious.
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Table 2

Average scores for the image of the studied companies

It is necessary to identify components of all three types of image (functional,
social and psychological) that impact most strongly the formation of the overall image
of the respective company17. Provided that the managers of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’
plc and ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ decide to purposefully maintain and develop the
companies’ corporate image, the effect will be the greatest if the emphasis was placed
on the following most important variables in the image types (Table 3 ).

Identifying the most important variables that make up the image allows us to
draw the following main conclusions:

Firstly. In the case of both companies flexibility is identified as one of the problems
that adversely affect the employees’ perceptions of the quality of the offers and the
corporate image. At the same time, flexibility is one of the most important image
components. How do respondents understand the concept of “flexibility” when they
have to rate it? Staff  believe that ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ is not flexible enough in its
pricing. Under the new market conditions customers are more cautious when purchasing
and consider the basic functionality of the devices. Employees of ‘Ralitsa Furniture
Houses’ perceive the prices as being high, the delivery terms as unacceptable and
promotions as insufficient.

Table 3

The most important image variables

Types of image Interservice Uzunovi Ralitsa Furniture
Houses

Functional image 3.75 3.91

Social image 3.91 3.95

Psychological image 3.61 3.74

Type of image Interservice Uzunovi Ralitsa Furniture Houses

Functional Flexibility of the company Flexibility of the company

Social The company is confident The company is stable

Psychological Respect for the company18 The company is luxurious

1 7 To establish the relative importance of the individual components of the image the formed в-coefficients
in multiple regression analysis can be used.

1 8 The correct use of tools does not allow to definitely determine which component of the psychological
image is the most significant. With some compromise (ie, perceived risk of error of 13%) it can be
assumed that the “respectable - not respected” is the most important variable in this group.



IZVESTIA – Journal of University of Economics – Varna
1 6

Secondly. It is necessary that ‘Interservice Uzunovi’plc exhibits a higher degree
of initiative and flexibility with regard to promotions. This includes direct sales promotions
in the stores selling equipment. Employees recommend that promotions are held on a
regular basis (every week or every other week until the selected models are sold out).

Thirdly. It is necessary to ensure that current market models make their way
into the stores promptly and are kept in stock.

Fourth. Another identified problem is the speed and accuracy of service of the
equipment, resulting in dissatisfaction of some of the customers and impacting the
overall image of the whole company.

Fifth. Part of the management staff in both companies believes that they do not
have enough freedom to make decisions and act on their own initiative.

Sixth. Among the most important variables of the image of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’
and ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ are “stability” and “confidence”. Hereinafter, the
shortcomings of both companies have been identified as follows:

- horizontal and vertical communication is not good;
- some staff are not familiar with the purpose of taking certain actions;
- feedback from store managers is not always taken into account, in spite of the

fact that they have a thorough knowledge of customer behavior.
When studying the image of the companies and in the course of evaluation of its

aspects (especially the comparison between the functional and psychological image)
it is a good idea to answer the question “What exactly do respondents like: the product
or the company?” The answer to this question allows a precise assessment of the
positioning strategy of each company. If you like a product, it means that the company’s
name does not contribute significantly to the formation of loyalty. Comparing the
estimates of perceived quality and image shows that the image of both companies
gets a higher average grade than the grade for perceived quality. Therefore we can
infer that employees like the respective company to a greater extent than they like the
overall quality of its offer. This means that other things being equal the image of the
company is very important and strongly influences the motivation of employees to feel
involved in the business of their employer.

When making an analysis of the positioning of the companies, it is a good idea to
try to answer the question “ What are the factors and to what extent do they influence
building of the company’s image?” For this purpose the summarized rating for the
quality of the offer and the image (as factor variables) are regressed against the
assessment of the company’s positioning. It turns out that the quality of the offer and
the image determine in aggregate 37% of the changes in the perceptions of respondents
about ‘Interservice Uzunovi’. The aggregate effect of the quality and image on the
positioning of ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ is nearly the same - 36%. Therefore, there
are other factors that determine the companies’ position.

From a pragmatic perspective, it is important to know which of the two factors
(quality or image) exerts a stronger impact on the positioning of the respective company.
In the case of ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ the importance of the two factors (quality and
image) is almost equal, the quality having a slightly greater weight than the image for
the positioning of the company. Therefore, ‘Interservice Uzunovi’ should focus on
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developing the quality of the offer and the image with an emphasis on the following
elements: flexibility in pricing and organizing promotions, outlining a clear vision, goals
and strategies of the company; improving communication between the levels of
management (vertical) and the functions of the organization (horizontal).

In the case of ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ it has been established that the image is a
16 times more important factor in positioning as compared to the quality. This means that
managers at ‘Ralitsa Furniture Houses’ have to strive to develop the image of the company
by focusing on the following image components: flexibility and stability of the company.

Conclusion

The article employs a research approach which differs significantly from the
established marketing practices for assessment of the perceptions of customers. The
idea is to establish what is the market position of the companies through the eyes of
their employees. The logic is that employees through their behavior translate information
to actual and potential clients in relation to the microclimate and the parameters of the
market offers of their employers.

As a result of the performed analysis it can be concluded that the components of
the offers and of the corporate image can be used as benchmarks for the positioning
of the companies. The used tool allows to identify the relative importance of the
perceived quality and of the image and their constituting elements to form an adequate
market position. The ability to determine the weight of these factors is grounds for
allocating  resources to the appropriate areas to achieve the desired market effect.
The conclusions drawn suggest subsequent verification procedures, since only two
strategic business units are not sufficient to formulate global conclusions.

The following guidelines for future research can be mentioned:
- a parallel study of the perceptions of managers, employees and customers per

companies and markets. This will enable us to determine with regard to which
of the evaluated parameters there are discrepancies, to identify the reasons
for their occurrence and on this basis to formulate conclusions about rethinking
the positioning strategy.

- a study of satisfaction, loyalty and commitment of employees to the employer,
insofar as those psychological constructs have a direct and / or indirect impact
on the perception of the company’s offer and have a bearing on customer
satisfaction and loyalty.
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Abstract

Through positioning marketers seek to create a unique and favourable image in the mind of
the target customer. The aim of this article is, after clarifying the nature and role and tracing back the
evolution of the concept of positioning, to present and analyse the results of the study of the
market positions of specific companies through the quality of their offers and their corporate image.
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The classic approach to positioning involves a study of the perceptions of customers of
a particular company, product, brand or outlet. In the article there is used an unconventional
approach: instead of customers in the study there are included employees of the companies
being assessed.

Keywords: positioning, perceived quality, corporate image.


