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Abstract 
 

With the increased competition in the temporary economy, organizations increasingly strive for progressive practices to achieve organi-

zational goals. Internal marketing – treating employees as customers – has recently been suggested as an effective approach to reach 

positive organizational outcomes. Though research of internal marketing recently increased dramatically, a large number of the studies 

are case studies and lack strong theoretical backgrounds. A review of internal marketing research is valuable for future research to gain 

an insight of the research streams of internal marketing and so identifying the compelling areas to pursue. This review attempts to ana-

lyze the research of internal marketing and suggest potential directions for future research.    
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1. Introduction 

The changing and increasingly competitive economic environment 

demands organizations to have superior practices in a wide range 

of aspects for their survival and development, including motivat-

ing employees and satisfying customers. Research has accentuated 

internal marketing – an approach of treating employees as internal 

customers – as an effective approach to achieving organization’s 

goals. Remarkably, a considerable proportion of empirical re-

search of internal marketing has been recently added, which re-

flected effectiveness of internal marketing practices and necessi-

tated the execution of internal marketing in organizations. In re-

sponse to the expansion of internal marketing research with in-

creasingly-added empirical and case studies, a review of internal 

marketing research is needed to obtain a better insight of effec-

tiveness of internal marketing and identify the potential areas for 

future research of internal marketing. With these aforementioned 

goals, this paper aims at reviewing the conceptualization of inter-

nal marketing, the consequences of internal marketing, the mecha-

nisms accounting for the effects from internal marketing, the in-

fluential factors moderating the effects of internal marketing, and 

the widely-studied contexts of internal marketing effects.  

2. Internal marketing research 

2.1. Conceptualization of internal marketing 
 

Internal marketing was first introduced as “viewing employees as 

internal customers, viewing jobs as internal products that satisfy 

the needs and wants of these internal customers while addressing 

the objectives of the organization” (p.25).1 Rafiq & Ahmed point-

ed out the difference in conceptualizing internal customers in 

comparison with the conceptualization in total quality manage-

ment approach.2 The concept of “employees as customers” was 

captured in both total quality management (TQM) and internal 

marketing, and it is used rather differently in the two approaches. 

Specifically, in internal marketing, the focus is on the relationship 

between the organization and the employee while in TQM, focus  

is placed more on the relationships between employees themselves. 

Internal customers in TQM refer to the employees who play 

both the role of a supplier and that of a customer.  

According to Muddie, internal marketing is a human resource 

management with a marketing twist.3 Later, Chelladurai discussed 

the distinction between these two constructs more clearly.4 The 

study posited that there are overlaps among the processes advocat-

ed by the literatures of internal marketing and human resource 

management. For example, internal products in internal marketing 

indicate HR strategies and programs. In the same vein, MacStravic 

pointed out the similarity between internal marketing and HRM to 

which both of them encompass the efforts of an organization to 

recruit, train, motivate, and reward its members toward more satis-

fying marketing behaviors.5 The only significant difference be-

tween the two is in the advocacy of treating employees as the cus-

tomers.4 Internal marketing focuses on satisfying employees’ 

needs and so motivating them for service mindedness. HRM al-

ready has an array of techniques to motivate employees.2 However, 

internal marketing motivates employees by an active marketing 

approach where marketing-like activities are used internally.6 

Over time, the research of internal marketing has developed 

through three stages with a focus on employees’ satisfaction, cus-

tomer orientation, and inter-functional coordination, respectively.7 

Recently, Gounaris conducted a review of research and later cate-

gorized conceptualizations of internal marketing into three types: 

behavioral – instrumental, mechanic, and holistic approach. 8 Be-

havioral – instrumental approach views internal marketing as an 

internally directed strategy focusing on jobs that satisfy the needs 

of employees,1 and this is the most popular approach among 

researchers. Mechanic approach is relatively popular, to which 

internal marketing is a means of integrating the different functions 

that are vital to the customer relations of companies.9 Holistic 

approach combines the features of the previous two approaches 

such that internal marketing refers to strategies affecting both jobs 
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and procedures to enhance company’s effectiveness with custom-

ers through departmental integration.7 

Operationally, a large number of the studies have treated internal 

marketing as a uni-dimensional construct.10-16 They view internal 

marketing as an approach in which organizations treat employees 

as customers. One similarity aroused from these studies is that 

they showed a strong interest in examining the mediating mecha-

nisms10 11 13 or moderating mechanism,12 rather than the direct 

effect of internal marketing on ultimate outcomes. There are two 

possible reasons for this. First, research of the concept of internal 

marketing is still in its early stage, so an understanding of the 

effect of the global construct is still limited. The prior studies have 

investigated whether the approach of treating employees as inter-

nal customers with organization’s supportive practices is effective 

for achieving outcomes. Second, there has been a lack of sound 

agreement on the sub-components of internal marketing. Other 

studies examined internal marketing as a multi-dimensional con-

struct.17-23 The studies in this ground attempted to examine the 

direct differential effects of each sub-element of internal market-

ing on target outcomes,23 and they include a different combination 

of elements of internal marketing.  

 Concerning measurement, there has been no widely adopted 

measure of internal marketing. From marketing perspectives, the 

most common conceptualization comprises four main elements: 

internal product, internal price, internal place, and internal promo-

tion.24-26 Specifically, internal product depicts the values and atti-

tudes of employees for achieving successful marketing strategies 

and the training courses for developing internal customers’ 

knowledge. It represents the basic needs of internal customers 

such as the fundamental informational and transactional tools to 

perform the job, the basic relational and sociological support of 

coworkers, and educational opportunities beyond the basic provi-

sions of training. Internal place refers to the place and the channels 

utilized to distribute job products to internal customers. It includes 

the formal processes and procedures employed in delivering prod-

ucts to internal customers. Internal price refers to the cost to em-

ployees for gaining new knowledge. Internal price consists of two 

dimensions: costly proactive efforts and reactive efforts. Costly 

proactive efforts refer to the willingness, exertion, and encour-

agement when anticipating the needs and wants of internal cus-

tomers. Reactive effort pertains to the internal customer’s percep-

tion that the internal supplier is responsive and actively pursues 

resolutions to the internal customer’s issues. Lastly, internal pro-

motion indicates the effective communication to employees in-

cluding the use of face-to-face interactions, recognition, and re-

ward systems. Apart from this conceptualization, Rafiq and Ah-

med proposed 7 components of internal marketing which are 

equivalent to 7Ps of the extended marketing mix. The three addi-

tional components include physical evidence, processes, and peo-

ple.2 Nevertheless, the study did not either develop the measure of 

internal marketing or empirically test the proposal. 

A research stream of internal marketing studies is related to exam-

ination of sub-elements of internal marketing on outcomes. One 

special feature of these studies is that there seems to be a limited 

agreement on the elements of internal marketing, in general. Ex-

cept for Yao et al.27 and Yousefi et al.23 that used 4Ps of internal 

marketing, studies examined different components of internal 

marketing. However, a review of these studies suggests that the 

most commonly addressed elements of internal marketing consist 

of communication17 20 23 27 28, training,19 20 29 and empowerment.18 

19 29  

2.2. Consequences of internal marketing 

Literature has documented rich evidence of the positive effect of 

internal marketing on employees, organization, external customers, 

and the development of cross-functional units within the organiza-

tion.16 A majority of the studies centered on employee psycholo-

gy-related or attitudinal outcomes. Scholarly attention was given 

the most to organizational commitment10 13 15 16 32-37, job satisfac-

tion8 30 32 38 39, and customer orientation.13 40-44 Some other studies 

focused on employee work motivation38 and job performance19 27. 

Importantly, only a few studies have investigated the influence of 

internal marketing on employee behaviors,12 45 and all of them 

have attended to organizational citizenship behaviors. Apart from 

these, little empirical evidence is known about the association of 

internal marketing with other employee behaviors such as em-

ployee behaviors directed at customers.  

Another group of internal marketing studies focused on examining 

the effectiveness of internal marketing for organizational out-

comes. In this group, researchers have spent most ink on business 

performance and the results consistently confirmed the effective-

ness of internal marketing15 16 18 46. Other organizational conse-

quences were also sparingly studied including innovation,20 47 

knowledge management,23 48 49 and employee retention.50 51 Im-

portantly, Ling and Greenley indicated that internal marketing is 

relevant to a wide range of sub-construct of organizational per-

formance including customer satisfaction, relative competitive 

position, staff attitude, staff retention, and staff compliance.52 

Vazifehdoost et al. found that internal marketing is linked to or-

ganization’s market performance (i.e. customer satisfaction and 

customer loyalty) and financial performance.15 Lings and Brook 

showed that internal marketing is positively related to organiza-

tion’s internal service quality and external service quality.53 Re-

markably, there have been only one study addressing brand equi-

ty11 and another welcome example of organizational culture.49 

Specially, little has been detected about the connection between 

internal marketing and brand-related components like brand 

awareness, brand association, and brand loyalty or discuss the 

effectiveness of internal marketing from a branding perspective. 

Evaluating effects of internal marketing from a branding perspec-

tive may yield interesting findings because internal marketing is 

deemed to beget strong motivations for employees, which may be 

good for building and promoting a positive image of the brand. 

Similarly, the linkage between internal marketing and organiza-

tional culture is still blurred since there are different types of or-

ganizational cultures that exist in different degrees in organiza-

tions such as organizational learning culture, organizational justice, 

and organizational knowledge sharing culture.  

The third category of internal marketing consequences involves 

external customer outcomes. The studies in this ground concen-

trated on customer satisfaction34 54 55, perceived service quality,32 

38 45 and customer loyalty.14 Among these studies, only Rahmati et 

al.14 and Ghoneim & Altabie56 tested the direct impact of internal 

marketing on customer outcomes. To be more detailed, Rahmati et 

al.14 examined the direct influence of internal marketing on cus-

tomer satisfaction. It concluded that the relationship is non-

significant. Ghoneim & Altabie56 investigated the direct effect on 

customer loyalty which was sub-divided into cognitive, attitudinal, 

and behavioral elements. The study found the significant positive 

effects for all of the relationships, and therefore concluded that 

internal marketing has a direct positive effect on customer loyalty. 

Numerically, the number of studies on external customer out-

comes is the scantiest among the three groups. As partly shown, 

the number of studies on customer behavioral outcomes is much 

smaller compared to the psychological or affective outcomes like 

customer satisfaction.  

Concerning inter-functional coordination, scholars have garnered 

their interest on only two outcomes so far including inter-

functional friction2 57 and departmental isolation.58 Prior research 

has also called for more studies to uncover the effectiveness of 

practices of internal marketing in inter-functional coordination.7 

 

2.3. Mechanisms from internal marketing 
 

A considerable number of studies have examined the mechanisms 

for employee or individual outcomes from internal marketing. 

These studies found that internal marketing is relevant to positive 

attitude and behavior while the most commonly-studied mecha-
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nisms are also through job satisfaction, organizational commit-

ment, and organizational citizenship behavior. To exemplify, Bar-

zoki and Ghujali found that internal marketing is associated with 

employee job satisfaction and organizational commitment which 

in turn result in higher employee performance of organizational 

citizenship behavior.59 Similarly, Ishague and Shahzad empirically 

confirmed that internal marketing affects employee job satisfac-

tion which later leads to employee job performance and employee 

engagement in organizational citizenship behavior.60 Nevertheless, 

prior research has shown inconsistent findings about the mediating 

role of organizational commitment and organizational citizenship 

behavior for employee market orientation. Concretely, while Aw-

wad and Agti confirmed the significant mediating effect of em-

ployee organizational commitment and organizational citizenship 

behavior between internal marketing and employee market orien-

tation in the banking context,61 Gooshki et al. found the insignifi-

cant influence on the sample of employees in chain stores.62 These 

pieces of empirical evidence suggest that only a few mechanisms 

have been studied, and the findings of the mediating effects are 

still inclusive. Therefore, mechanisms for employee attitudes and 

behaviors as resulted from internal marketing deserve more re-

search attention. 

In terms of possible mediators linking internal marketing to exter-

nal customer outcomes, most of the studies inserted the influences 

of employees’ psychological states. These studies reasoned that 

practices of internal marketing positively influence employees’ 

satisfaction and motivation, which then affect external customer 

satisfaction and loyalty. The two most commonly studied psycho-

logical mediators were job satisfaction34 35 55 and organizational 

commitment.33 34 However, results from some studies showed that 

these are not strong drivers of external customer outcomes34. Ser-

vice quality has also received some attention from researchers. 

Aburoub et al.63 evaluated service quality as the mediator between 

internal marketing and customer satisfaction and confirmed a sig-

nificant positive effect. Recently, some researchers have shifted 

their attention to the influence of employees’ behaviors like organ-

izational citizenship behaviors and found encouraging results.63 

Nevertheless, apart from organizational citizenship behaviors that 

may be directed at other colleagues in the organization, other be-

haviors, especially behaviors directed at customers, have not been 

noticeably studied in relevance to internal marketing.  
 

Table 1: Model of chain effects of internal marketing on external market-
ing outcomes 

Studies Models of chain effects of internal marketing 

Rafiq & Ah-
med  

Effect of internal marketing on customer orientation, 
service quality, and ultimately customer satisfaction.7 

Bansal et al.  Effect of internal marketing on internal customer job 

satisfaction, loyalty, trust in management, then extra-

role behaviors directed at external customers which in 
turn affect external service quality, customer satisfac-

tion, and loyalty.55 

Lings  Effect of internal marketing (internal market research, 
communication, responsiveness) on internal aspects of 

performance (employee satisfaction, retention, and 

commitment) which later affect external market orienta-

tion and external market performance (customer satis-

faction, retention, and profit).64 

Shah  Effect of internal marketing on employee satisfaction, 

productivity, product quality, consumer satisfaction, and 
firm performance in the manufacturing sector.65 

Vazidehoost et 

al.  

Effect of internal marketing on employee organizational 

commitment and market orientation which later influ-
ence market performance and financial performance.15 

 

Crucially, there exists a group of studies proposing models of 

chain effects of internal marketing which in part reflect the mech-

anisms for organization’s financial and market performance. Table 

1 shows the chain effects of internal marketing. Nonetheless, a 

majority of these studies did not provide empirical testing for the 

proposed models.7 55 64 65 So, empirical validation of these models, 

particularly cross-cultural validation, is needed. 

2.4. Moderation in internal marketing effects 
 

With respect to moderating variables in the effect of internal mar-

keting on outcomes, there have been only three attempts on this. 

Precisely, Chang et al. proposed that employees’ online communi-

ty participation moderates the influence of internal marketing on 

employee organizational citizenship behaviors.12 Huang & Chen 

discovered that work status serves as a moderator in the effect of 

internal marketing on customer orientation and organizational 

commitment.66 Hamilton Ibama and Gladson Nwokah found that 

organizational commitment is a significant moderator in the inter-

nal marketing – market orientation linkage.67 Rather than focusing 

on external customer outcomes, all of these studies centered on 

employee outcomes. Furthermore, these studied moderators are 

personal factors. The findings from these studies show that appli-

cation of internal marketing is influential to foster employee posi-

tive attitudes and behaviors, and this phenomenon may be more 

pronounced depending upon employee individual characteristics. 

Based on these details, it is clear that the evidence of organiza-

tional factors as moderators in internal marketing research has 

been scarce. This lacuna in research partly needs to be addressed 

because organizational factors as environments may exert influ-

ences on person attitudes and behaviors. There exists a variety of 

environmental or situational factors in work places, and these 

factors may be viable simultaneously to employees who operate in 

such contexts. So, there is a possibility for these environmental 

factors to interact and co-influence employee attitudes and behav-

iors. To illustrate, in the context of work place, organizational 

cultures and organizational climates may be dominant factors to 

influence employee attitudes and behaviors. There exist some 

types of organizational cultures or climates in each work place 

though the dominance of them varies, which shapes the different 

work contexts. Hence, with specific study contexts, studies may 

attempt to explore the most relevant organizational cultures or 

climates such as learning orientation, safety, innovativeness, ethics, 

and so on. Similarly, companies’ environments impact customer 

attitudes and behaviors, so attending to organizational factors as 

influential variables in studying the internal marketing – customer 

responses relationship is vital. Integrating these, the present study 

identifies that study of moderation, particularly attending to organ-

izational and situational factors, is a fertile ground to pursue.  

Table 2: Moderation in the effect of internal marketing on outcomes 

Studies Moderation effects 

Chang et al.12 

Internal marketing * employees’ online community 

participation → Employee organizational citizenship 
behavior 

Huang and 

Chen66 

Internal marketing * work status → customer orienta-

tion and organizational commitment 

Hamilton Ibama 
and Gladson 

Nwokah67 

Internal marketing * organizational commitment → 

market orientation 

 

Interestingly, one study treated internal marketing as a moderation. 

Keelson evaluated internal marketing as a moderator in the rela-

tionship between market orientation and business success.68 The 

study confirmed that internal marketing is a significant moderator 

in the relationship. The result of this study suggests the influential 

role of internal marketing for influences and outcomes in work 

places. More research is needed to examine possible moderating 

role of internal marketing in other relationships and for other out-

comes.  

 

2.5. Studied contexts of effects of internal marketing 
 

A large number of studies are case studies dedicated to a company 

or an industry in a specific region. The context can be a bank or a 

province. Most of them were conducted in European contexts. In 

terms of industries, internal marketing researchers touched upon a 

wide range of industries. A vast number of the studies were sam-
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pled in banking firms.10 21 42 61 69 70 Other industries studied include 

information technology,49 education,34 54 71 72 nursing,17 73 74 hotel 

industry,10 social security,13 and transportation services.14 43 Fewer 

studies have been found about Asian contexts, particularly new 

emerging economies where the demands for practices of internal 

marketing are viable due to increasing competition. Empirical 

evidence can be found in only context of China75, Taiwan,28 33 71 

Malaysia17 40 and Thailand76, while the industries focused on most 

by them are banking and education. This indicates that the rele-

vance of internal marketing practices in many other Asian con-

texts has not been explored. The current study calls for more em-

pirical validation of effects of internal marketing in Asian contexts, 

particularly emerging economies that attract a large number of 

investors such as India, Indonesia, and Vietnam. Additionally, 

very little research has been conducted to compare the effects of 

internal marketing in cross-cultural or cross-industry studies. 

Comparative evidence of internal marketing effects may offer an 

interesting insight into influence of internal marketing application, 

which then provide useful managerial implications for different 

organizations. For evaluating the effectiveness of internal market-

ing, most of the studies have used the sample of employees while 

only a few studies have used company managers as the study 

sample.29 Very few studies have been detected about using both 

managers and employees’ responses for assessing the effects of 

internal marketing.77 As such, studies with the data from manage-

ment and dyadic interactions will be largely valuable for under-

standing effects pertaining to internal marketing.  

 

2.6. Recommendations for future research 
 

Six recommendations are made for future research. First, while 

internal marketing received attention from both scholars of man-

agement and marketing, there exists no formal model and measure 

of internal marketing. Due to the lack of a formal model and 

measure of internal marketing, research is called for developing a 

sound model and measure of internal marketing. To develop a 

sound model, research needs to employ a compelling conceptual-

ization of internal marketing and a meticulous review of empirical 

studies in the domain. For a measure of internal marketing, studies 

may have two attempts including developing a measure for evalu-

ating internal marketing in a specific industry or developing a 

measure with a focus on a wide range of industries. For the latter, 

researchers are suggested to test the measure on different indus-

tries to warrant measure validity. Second, though a considerable 

number of studies have examined the effect of internal marketing 

on employee satisfaction, the results yielded are somewhat incon-

sistent. Therefore, future research may delve into this phenomenon 

by testing the robustness of the effect in different contexts. Ideally, 

conducting cross-cultural studies on this effect may gain interest-

ing insights. According to Awwad & Agti,61 effects of internal 

marketing on outcomes in different cultures (individual versus 

collective) may be differential among contexts. Comparing the 

effect between developed and developing economies, between two 

different industries, or between two contexts with contrast cultural 

characteristics can yield interesting results. The third direction for 

future research involves the consequences of internal marketing. It 

is recommended for future research to garner a more attention on 

employee behaviors. For example, researchers might explore the 

different categories of productive behaviors that employees may 

perform as a result of organization’s execution of internal market-

ing practices. To be more detailed, researchers may investigate 

whether internal marketing leads to employee performance of 

certain behaviors in specific contexts like ethical behavior in sell-

ing and cooperative behavior in team projects. Crucially, future 

research may attend to group or team-leveled consequences as this 

ground has not been touched while researchers only garnered their 

interest in individual and organizational outcomes. Studies may, 

for instance, explore whether the practices of internal marketing is 

conducive to team performance in projects or not. The reasoning 

is that internal marketing is deemed to beget motivations for em-

ployees in work places which may involve their team projects. 

Noted, though there exist a vast number of studies explaining the 

impact of internal marketing for employee positive psychological 

states and behaviors, research on the relevance of internal market-

ing for employee well-being – a crucial psychological outcome 

pertaining to organization’s employee-related pursuits is omitted. 

Hence, this area should be addressed. Similarly, there is still room 

for future research to attend to other types of behaviors like inno-

vative behavior as it has emerged recently as a critical pursuit 

while internal marketing researchers neglected its relevance. It is 

also possible to investigate the chain effect from internal market-

ing to employee performances then to organizational performanc-

es which may show a fuller picture of the effectiveness of internal 

marketing. The fourth direction future research may pursue is 

investigation of differential effects of components of internal mar-

keting on outcomes. By focusing on sub-elements of internal mar-

keting, studies may discover the levels of the influences each dif-

ferent sub-factor may exert on outcomes, and so suggesting inter-

esting managerial implications for companies. To illustrate, 

Alshurideh et al. revealed from empirical data that communication 

has a strong effect on employee engagement into organizational 

citizenship behavior while empowerment and training don’t have 

much effect on organizational citizenship behavior.78 The study 

then offered helpful practical implications for companies to foster 

and enhance employee organizational citizenship behavior and 

employee productive behaviors in general. Desirably, future stud-

ies are recommended to synthesize prominent components of in-

ternal marketing, and then evaluating the magnitude of the influ-

ence of each component on outcomes. The fifth avenue for re-

search is to study the mechanisms influential in the effect of inter-

nal marketing. A fertile ground for studying mechanisms in inter-

nal marketing research involves employee behaviors directed at 

customers and cross-cultural comparisons. Future studies are 

called to examine more about the impact of behavioral mecha-

nisms. Ideally, studies should apply the Theory of Planned Behav-

ior and accordingly include attitudinal and behavioral components 

to evaluate the effects of internal marketing. This attempt may 

allow for an insight in the impact of internal marketing. Finally, 

future research may test how inter-functional coordination can be 

achieved for the effective implementation of marketing strategies. 

This is because a group of studies conceptualize internal market-

ing as a strategy for enhancing organizational effectiveness 

through departmental integration while the empirical evidence of 

this is quite scanty. Assessing effectiveness of internal marketing 

implementation for inter-functional coordination can reflect 

whether internal marketing is in the right track as its intended 

pursuit. Future studies are also recommended to investigate the 

mechanisms involved in the effect of internal marketing execution 

on inter-functional or departmental integration.  

3. Conclusion 

Above all, research of internal marketing is still in an early stage 

with research deficiency in several areas. Though empirical evi-

dence is increasingly added recently, several of the aspects in 

internal marketing research are overlooked and under-studied. 

With a review of internal marketing, this study addressed the 

prominent research streams of internal marketing and identified 

theoretical gaps in internal marketing research. There seems to 

lack a formal model and measure of internal marketing. Internal 

marketing studies have attended to a variety of outcomes resulted 

from internal marketing, but more research are invited to investi-

gate under-explored and rarely-studied outcomes. The mecha-

nisms from the effect of internal marketing are unclear, and re-

search on influential factors or moderators on the effects of inter-

nal marketing is scarce. Future researchers are encouraged to 

delve more in the conceptualization of internal marketing so as to 

develop a popularly-recognized model and measure, the conse-

quences resulted from internal marketing, the mechanisms in-
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volved for effects, and the influential factors in the effects of in-

ternal marketing.  

As a very early study to review the variables related to internal 

marketing and accordingly point out the research holes, the pre-

sent study advances the theoretical grounding of internal market-

ing. It is useful for future research in their research design because 

they identify deficiency in internal marketing research. The paper 

is also valuable to managerial field such that it provides manage-

ment with a comprehensive picture of feasibility of application of 

internal marketing practices. Through the review, managers may 

also learn about the most potential elements of internal marketing 

for achieving certain target outcomes. Furthermore, they know the 

likely factors to affect effectiveness of practices of internal mar-

keting so that they can channel their most attention on proper are-

as and have suitable interventions.  
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