
Development of Personal Professional Branding among Students and Graduates in Albania
	



Suela Tuci

UWTSD London
DBA program 
Quantitative Research Methods
19th August 2024




Keywords: 	Personal professional branding, career stages, students, graduates, educational institutions 











Research Background
Branding, a concept with dating back in ancient civilizations, evolved significantly during the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century as a means to distinguish products in a growing marketplace. Nowadays, branding has expanded beyond products to highlight the psychological and emotional connections that individuals establish with brands across a wide range of products, services, and organizations. This evolution has extended into the digital era, where personal professional branding has become increasingly significant.
Everyone has a personal brand, which can be perceived positively, negatively, or neutrally, depending on various factors such as biography, experiences, skills, behaviour, appearance, and even one's name (Gander, 2014 p. 99). The concept of personal branding, introduced first by Tom Peters in 1997, challenges traditional ideas of branding by emphasizing the importance of individuals crafting their own unique brand identities. In today's digital age, the creation of a distinctive personal brand is critical for building an authentic reputation and value, particularly in the competitive job market. The rise of social media and other digital platforms has facilitated the global presentation of personal skills, experiences, and qualities, making it easier for individuals to manage their professional identities online. A strong personal brand can significantly enhance career prospects and increase the likelihood of professional success.
For students and graduates, personal branding is particularly important for career development and advancement. By cultivating a clear vision for their career and understanding their unique skills and knowledge, individuals can develop a distinctive performance strategy that helps them stand out in a crowded job market. Leveraging social media and other online platforms allows individuals to identify and promote their unique qualities, establishing a focused and relevant presence in their chosen field. This, in turn, can lead to new job opportunities, career progression, and greater professional visibility.
Despite the importance of personal professional branding, there is a notable gap in the academic literature on this topic, particularly in the context of Albania. While business practices reflect a growing interest in personal branding, as evidenced by numerous non-academic articles, blogs, books, and discussions across various media, scholarly research in this area is lacking. This research aims to fill this gap by exploring the development of personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania. Additionally, it seeks to examine the strategies and communication channels used in developing successful professional branding strategies.
Through a pilot study involving a survey of 63 students and graduates, this research collected and analysed the primary data using SPSS to answer the following questions:
1. What channels of communication do students and graduates use to develop their personal professional branding?
2. Are there any differences in personal professional branding strategies employed by students and graduates?
3.  Do students who receive support from educational institutions use multiple digital platforms more frequently than students who do not receive such support?
This study emphasizes the significance of digital platforms for Albanian students' and graduates' personal professional branding, with LinkedIn and Instagram emerging as essential resources. The findings indicate that educational institutions have a critical role, even though there is no noticeable variation in the efficacy of personal branding tactics between students and graduates. In particular, educational institutions that offer focused assistance in areas like networking opportunities, career services, and workshops greatly increase students' use of digital media for professional branding. Additionally, the study emphasizes how important it is for Albanian educational institutions to provide more practical support for personal branding and include it more thoroughly into extracurricular and curriculum activities. They can better equip graduates and students to negotiate the competitive job market by doing this.
1. Literature review 
The contemporary knowledge economy, marked by increased consumerism, intensifies competition even within the educational sector (Gujurathi, 2018, p. 208). Higher education institutions are fundamental in shaping students' personal and professional identities, which are crucial for successful personal branding (Khedher, 2014, p.8). They play a fundamental role in preparing students not only with academic knowledge but also with the skills necessary for effective self-presentation and career advancement. 
In recent years, higher education institutions in the UK, Europe, and globally have experienced significant changes due to political, social, and economic shifts, as well as the effects of internationalization and globalization. The emphasis has shifted from simply obtaining a degree to ensuring that graduates are employable. (Siivonen, 2023, p. 225)
Personal branding involves the strategic creation and communication of a unique personal identity to achieve personal and professional goals (Lupșa-Tătaru, 2019, p.16). The concept, first introduced by Peters (1997) in his seminal work "The Brand Called You," emphasizes the importance of individuals managing their own brands as if they were CEOs of their own companies. Peters' insights have significantly influenced how individuals perceive and practice personal branding, highlighting its relevance across different career stages and professional contexts.
Jacobson (2020) asserts that everyone inherently has a personal brand, whether or not they actively cultivate it (p. 715). This concept has gained substantial attention in both practical and academic literature, particularly as more individuals manage their own digital presence and content creation (Hu, 2021, p. 355). Personal branding is increasingly seen as a crucial component for career development, replacing traditional career progression models (Sidor-Rządkowska, 2019, p. 43). The concept of personal branding has gained significant traction among enthusiasts, with the major argument put up by supporters of the practice being that if you don't brand yourself, you are giving control of your brand to someone else, who may not be your preferences. (Gujarthi & Kukarni, 2018, p. 208)
Personal branding is now integral to career development, especially for students and recent graduates. It provides a means to differentiate oneself in a competitive job market (Ilies, 2018, p. 46). The shift towards personal branding practices, once reserved for seasoned professionals, is now influencing entry-level candidates and young professionals (Jacobson, 2020, p. 716). Effective personal branding strategies enable individuals to communicate their skills and attributes more compellingly to potential employers and the public (Minor-Cooley & Parks-Yancy, 2020; Allison, 2020).
Marcus Hanscom (as cited in Gelpi, 2019, p. 12) suggests that successful graduate programs should adopt strong branding strategies. This includes introspective analysis and alignment of the program's branding with the needs and aspirations of potential students. Such approaches not only enhance program visibility but also foster positive word-of-mouth and attract a more targeted applicant pool.
Students' perceived value to personal and professional life, institutional support in knowledge, skills, and network building opportunities significantly influence their positive or negative outcomes in deploying personal branding activities. (Gujarthi & Kukarni, 2018, p. 208). Educational institutions are crucial in equipping students with the skills needed for effective personal branding. Lee (2018) highlights the importance of integrating personal branding education into academic curricula (p.43). This includes not only traditional resume skills but also contemporary tools such as infographic resumes and virtual presentations. The study of projects like “Brand Me” and “Brand You” illustrates how personal branding concepts can be effectively taught across various academic disciplines, enhancing students' readiness for the professional world.
In response to growing competition, educational institutions are increasingly focusing on effective branding strategies to attract and recruit students. This trend involves not only promoting the institution itself but also helping students develop their personal brands. Recent empirical findings suggest that younger alumni, more so than their senior counterparts, value the support their institutions provide in this regard. The most appreciated aspect of institutional support is assistance in understanding their strengths and weaknesses, which aids them in securing suitable employment opportunities (Gujarthi & Kulkarni, 2018, p. 214).
Digital media has transformed the landscape of personal branding. The advent of infographic resumes, which incorporate visual elements to enhance the presentation of information, exemplifies this shift (Tal & Wasnik, 2014, p. 119). These innovative resumes stand out in a crowded job market and showcase applicants' creativity. The use of digital platforms such as social media has further extended the reach and impact of personal branding efforts (Toth, 2013, p. 450).
2. Research Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of this study will rely on concepts of Brand Equity and Self -Efficacy derived from Aaker's Brand Equity Model (1980), Keller's Customer-Based Brand Equity Model (1993), and Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory (1977). Based on these theories and models within the general context of branding, the study aims to develop a framework or model for effective personal branding among students and graduates.
2.1 Aaker's Brand Equity Model
"A set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and symbol that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service" is how David Aaker, who pioneered and developed the notion of brand equity in the 1980s (Aaker, 1991, as stated in Tanveer & Lodhi, 2016, p. 44). This concept places special emphasis on how brand-related characteristics affect a product or service's total value.
According to David Aaker's brand equity model, brand equity is a combination of assets and liabilities associated with a brand. This model identifies five essential brand assets: (1) perceived quality, which evaluates the perceived excellence and differentiating factors of the brand; (2) brand associations, which deal with the particular qualities and attributes triggered by the brand; and (3) proprietary assets, such as patents and trademarks that improve brand trustworthiness and market position. (4) Brand awareness measures how well a brand is recognised and remembered. (5) Brand loyalty reflects customer loyalty and its associated benefits like reduced marketing costs and stable income. Aaker's model highlights the aspects of brand equity that are both commercial and qualitative, impacting customer decisions and perceptions.
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Figure 1. Aaker’s Brand Equity Model, 1980
2.2 Keller's Brand Equity Model
According to Kevin Lane Keller's Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) Model, which he first presented in his 1993 book Strategic Brand Management, influencing consumer perceptions is essential to developing a strong brand equity. The four layers of Keller's model are (1) brand identity, (2) brand meaning, (3) brand response, and (4) brand resonance. The model is organised like a pyramid. Fundamentally, brand identity answers the question "Who are you?" by outlining a distinct mission and core values. "What?" is addressed at the next level, "Brand Meaning," which defines the emotional experience and performance of the product. Customers' opinions and sentiments about a brand are part of the brand response. Last but not least, Brand Resonance is the point at which consumers become fierce supporters of the brand and have a strong psychological bond with it. The model highlights that rather than originating from fundamental attributes, brand value emerges from customer perceptions.
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Figure 2. Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) Model, 1993
2.3 Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory (1977)
Self-efficacy, a concept introduced by the psychologist Albert Bandura in 1977, refers to an individual's belief in their ability to achieve specific goals. This belief significantly impacts various areas of human activity, influencing both the capacity to handle challenges and decision-making processes. High self-efficacy fosters personal accomplishment and well-being, encouraging individuals to view challenges as opportunities and recover quickly from setbacks. Self- efficacy theory includes performance accomplishments, vicarious learning, verbal encouragement, and emotional states, all these leading to behaviour and performance. 
The psychologist Albert Bandura coined the term "self-efficacy" in 1977 to describe a person's confidence in their capacity to accomplish particular objectives. This idea has a profound effect on many aspects of human behaviour, including decision-making and one's ability to manage difficulties. High self-efficacy motivates people to see obstacles as opportunities and bounce back from failures quickly, which promotes personal achievement and wellbeing. (1) Performance accomplishments, (2) vicarious learning, (3) verbal encouragement, and (4) emotional states are all included in the self-efficacy hypothesis and influence behaviour and performance.
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Figure 3. Badura self-efficacy theory, 1977

3. Research Methodology
The research methodology is structured to explore the key factors influencing personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania. This section details the philosophical foundation, research design, sampling procedure, data collection, analysis, validity, reliability, ethical considerations, and limitations of the study.
3.1 Research Philosophy 
Research philosophy refers to the beliefs and assumptions underlying the development of knowledge, including ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions that shape the research process (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 130). This study is grounded in positivism, a research philosophy that emphasizes observable, measurable facts, and the use of quantitative data to discover patterns and relationships. Positivism asserts that reality is objective and can be understood through systematic observation and empirical evidence (ibid).
Ontology in this study assumes that reality is external and independent of human perception (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 55). This ontological perspective suggests that factors influencing personal branding strategies are objective phenomena that can be quantified. Epistemologically, the study aligns with positivism, assuming that knowledge is best acquired through rigorous, systematic observation and quantitative measurement (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 58). Axiologically, the research aims to minimize the influence of the researcher’s values, aiming for objectivity and neutrality in the data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 133).
In the context of Thomas Kuhn's theory of scientific paradigms, this study's positivist approach aligns with the traditional scientific method, emphasizing empirical evidence and hypothesis testing. This methodology provides a foundation for contributing statistically valid insights into personal branding, which can be generalized across various populations (Shepherd & Challenger, 2013, p. 228).
3.2 Research Design
Research design is a blueprint for collecting and analysing information to answer research questions, ensuring appropriate problem-solving. It requires a clear understanding of sources, design techniques, and sampling methodologies (Adams et al., 2007, p. 81). The design of this research employs a quantitative approach to investigate the factors influencing personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania. It examines the strategies and communication channels used for branding and assesses their effectiveness. The study is cross-sectional, capturing data at a specific point in time, and employs a survey method to collect data efficiently from a defined population. Cross-sectional studies refer to instances where the researcher collects data simultaneously, often using case-control studies, and classifies them based on multiple categories and current responses (ibid).
3.3 Sampling Procedure
The target participants consist of a combination of students and graduates from various universities in Albania, ensuring a representative sample. A random sample of 63 participants, including students and recent graduates, was conducted to identify potential trends and relevant factors. Participants were selected based on availability and willingness to participate, with efforts to include diverse educational backgrounds and fields of study.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 1. What is your age?. Number of responses: 63 responses.] [image: Forms response chart. Question title: 3. What is your current educational status?
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Figure 4. Research Sample 


3.4 Data Collection
Primary data through surveys were collected for this study. The survey questions should be relevant to the research aims and derived from the literature, with the study of the literature aiding in the selection, form, and wording of questions. (Adams et al, 2007, pg. 131).  The aim of the survey was to collect data on the key elements and strategies used for effective personal branding, including the communication channels employed. Data were collected via a structured online questionnaire administered through Google Forms. The questionnaire is structured to ensure that responses are anonymous and confidential, with no personal identifying information collected. The estimated completion time is approximately 15 minutes. This approach aimed to gather comprehensive insights into how students and graduates in Albania perceive and manage their personal professional branding. The survey was distributed via email and social media to ensure broad accessibility and encourage participation.
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Figure 5. Survey question types
The questionnaire was divided into several sections, including categories, multiple-choice, checklist and Likert scale questions.
Background on Personal Branding: This section provides the aim of the research study and a brief overview of personal branding, explaining its significance in the modern job market and its evolution over time.
Demographic Information: Participants are asked about their age, gender, and current educational status to categorize responses.
Social Media Usage: Respondents indicate which social media platforms they use for professional branding and how frequently they update their profiles or share personal activities.
Branding Strategies: Participants rate their agreement with statements regarding their personal branding strategies, including the use of social media, professional websites, networking events, and feedback mechanisms.
Communication Channels: This section assesses the extent to which respondents use various communication channels, such as LinkedIn and other social media platforms, to develop their professional brand.
Importance of Branding for Career Success: Respondents evaluate the importance of various aspects of personal branding, including online presence, resume updates, and participation in industry events.
Helpful Resources: Participants rate the usefulness of different resources, such as educational institutions, online courses, and mentorship programs, in developing their personal branding.
Institutional Support: This section measures the extent to which educational institutions provide support for personal branding through workshops, career services, networking opportunities, and practical experiences.
3.5 Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics software, employing both descriptive and inferential statistical methods:
Mean, standard deviation, and frequency distribution summarized the data and provided an overview of participant responses.
Initially it is tested the homogeneity of variances. Levene’s test is used to assess whether the variances between the two groups (students and graduates) are equal.
Further, the ANOVA table is the core of this analysis. It provides information about the variance between and within the groups (students and graduates) in relation to the effectiveness of the personal professional branding strategies.
Pearson Correlation Analysis: The Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to explore the relationship between institutional support and branding effectiveness.


3.6 Validity and Reliability
To ensure the validity and reliability of the survey instrument, the questionnaire was pre-tested with a small group of five participants, leading to minor adjustments for clarity. The internal consistency of survey items was assessed for testing the scale's reliability using Cronbach's alpha, with a value of 0.70 or higher considered acceptable for the main concepts. Cronbach Alpha coefficient ranged from .884 to .904
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Figure 6. Cronbach’s Alpha

3.7 Ethical Considerations
The study followed to ethical standards in social science research. Participants were informed about the study's purpose, assured of anonymity, and given the option to withdraw without penalty. Informed consent was obtained electronically, and data were securely stored for research purposes only.

3.8 Limitations
The pilot study's sample size of 63 participants limits the generalizability of the findings. The use of convenience sampling may introduce bias, as the sample may not fully represent the broader population. Future research with a larger and more diverse sample would help to validate and extend the study's findings.




4. Data analysis and interpretation

4.1 Channels of Digital Communication 
Research Question 1: What channels of communication do students and graduates use to develop their personal professional branding?
The data received from respondents generated from the google form presented in the charts below provides insights into the channels of communication that students and graduates use to develop their personal professional branding.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 4. Which social media platforms do you use for your professional branding? (Select all that apply). Number of responses: 63 responses.]
Figure 7. Channels of communication
LinkedIn is the most popular platform for professional branding, used by 66.7% of respondents. This indicates that LinkedIn is seen as the primary channel for establishing and maintaining a professional online presence.
Instagram follows closely, with 63.5% of respondents using it for professional branding. This suggests that Instagram, typically known for personal content, is also being leveraged for professional purposes, likely due to its visual nature and wide reach.
Facebook is used by 28.6% of respondents, which shows that it still holds some relevance in professional branding, though it is less favoured compared to LinkedIn and Instagram.
TikTok is used by 23.8%, indicating a growing trend of using this platform for professional branding, especially among younger demographics or those in creative fields.
Twitter and the group that doesn't use any social media for professional branding each account for 7.9%, highlighting that these are the least preferred options among the respondents.
Regarding the frequency of Updating Professional Online Profiles (Figure 8) , the study shows that the updates to professional online profiles are fairly evenly distributed, with the most common frequencies being monthly (20.6%) and quarterly (20.6%). This suggests that a significant portion of students and graduates are moderately active in maintaining their professional online presence.
Yearly updates and those who rarely/never update their profiles are equally common at 19% each, indicating a portion of the audience that is less engaged in continuously curating their professional brand.
A smaller group, 14.3%, updates their profiles weekly, showing a high level of engagement with their professional branding efforts.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 5. How frequently do you update your professional online profiles (LinkedIn, personal website, etc.)?
. Number of responses: 63 responses.]
Figure 8.  Frequency of channel update
The data of this research shows that the students and graduates use of social media for sharing personal activities too (Figure 9). A large portion, 31.7%, uses social media often to share personal activities, suggesting that personal and professional lives are frequently interwoven on these platforms.
Sometimes (30.2%) and rarely (20.6%) follow, indicating that while many are comfortable sharing personal content, a significant number of users are more selective.
Always sharing personal activities is done by 12.7% of respondents, showing that only a small fraction consistently blends their personal and professional lives on social media.
When it comes to using Social Media for Promoting Personal Professional Brand, sometimes (39.7%) and rarely (25.4%) are the most common frequencies for promoting a personal professional brand on social media, indicating that while many students and graduates do engage in professional branding, they do so with some level of infrequency or caution.
Often promoting their brand is done by 20.6%, reflecting a smaller but still significant group that is more proactive in this area.
A small group never promotes their professional brand (9.5%), which might indicate either a lack of interest or other avenues being used for branding.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 6. How often do you use social media to share personal activities (such as traveling, entertainment, activities with family and friend)?
. Number of responses: 63 responses.]

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 7. How often do you use social media to promote your personal professional brand (such as your professional strength and skills, your job, education, career and academic achievements etc)?
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Figure 9.  Frequency of communication
In summary, the data suggests that students and graduates primarily use LinkedIn and Instagram as key platforms for professional branding, with a moderate level of engagement in updating their profiles and promoting their brand. The intermingling of personal and professional content on social media is common, with many users striking a balance between sharing personal activities and maintaining a professional image. The preference for LinkedIn underscores the platform's role as a dedicated professional networking site, while Instagram's popularity suggests a trend toward more visual and lifestyle-oriented branding approaches.

4.2 Effectiveness of Personal branding strategies 
Research Question 2: Are there any differences in personal professional branding strategies employed by students and graduates?
H0: There is no difference in the effectiveness of personal professional branding strategies between students and graduates.
H1: There are significant differences in the effectiveness of personal professional branding strategies between students and graduates.
Initially it is tested the homogeneity of variances. Levene’s test is used to assess whether the variances between the two groups (students and graduates) are equal. This is a necessary for conducting ANOVA, as unequal variances can affect the validity of the test results. The table shows multiple variations of Levene’s test, based on different central measures (Mean, Median, etc.).
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All these p-values shown in the table above the commonly accepted threshold of 0.05, meaning that none of these tests show significant differences in variances. This indicates that the assumption of homogeneity of variances is satisfied. Thus, the ANOVA test can be proceeded without concern that unequal variances are affecting the analysis.
Further, the ANOVA table is the core of this analysis. It provides information about the variance between and within the groups (students and graduates) in relation to the effectiveness of the personal professional branding strategies.
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The Sum of Squares for between groups is 0.158, which represents the variance attributed to the differences between the means of the two groups. The Mean Square for between groups is 0.158 (calculated as Sum of Squares divided by the degrees of freedom for between groups, df = 1).
The Sum of Squares for within groups is 61.842, indicating the variance within each group (students and graduates), i.e., how much variability exists within each group, which isn’t explained by group membership. The Mean Square for within groups is 1.014, calculated by dividing the Sum of Squares for within groups by the degrees of freedom (df = 61).
F-statistic: The F-statistic is calculated as the ratio of the Mean Square Between Groups to the Mean Square Within Groups. In this case, the F-value is 0.156. This value suggests that the differences between the groups (in terms of branding strategy effectiveness) are small relative to the variability within the groups.
P-value (Sig.): The p-value associated with the F-statistic is 0.694. This value is much greater than the typical significance level (α = 0.05).
Interpretation of the p-value: Since the p-value is considerably higher than 0.05, we fail to reject the null hypothesis (H0). This means that there is no statistically significant difference in the effectiveness of branding strategies between students and graduates.
While the p-value from the ANOVA tells us whether there is a statistically significant difference, the effect size helps us understand the magnitude of the difference (if any) between the groups. In this case, several effect size measures are provided:
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Eta-squared: This is a measure of how much variance in the dependent variable (effectiveness of branding strategies) is explained by the independent variable (group: students vs. graduates). The point estimate for eta-squared is 0.003, which is extremely small, indicating that the group membership explains only 0.3% of the variance in strategy effectiveness.
Epsilon-squared: This is another measure of effect size, and the point estimate is negative (-0.014), which is rare but possible due to sampling variability. A negative estimate here suggests that the true effect is likely very close to zero.
Omega-squared (Fixed and Random effects): Both fixed-effect and random-effect omega-squared estimates are -0.014, further confirming the very small (and possibly negligible) effect size.
95% Confidence Interval for Eta-squared: The confidence interval for eta-squared ranges from 0.000 to 0.077. This suggests that while the point estimate is very close to zero, we can be 95% confident that the true effect size is somewhere between 0% and 7.7%. Even at the upper bound of this interval, the effect size would still be considered small.
All the effect size estimates point to a very small or negligible effect of group membership on branding strategy effectiveness. Even though there is variability within the groups, the group factor (students vs. graduates) explains very little of the overall variance.
Concluding, the results of the ANOVA analysis suggest that the effectiveness of personal professional branding strategies does not significantly differ between students and graduates. The small effect sizes and high p-value indicate that any differences between the two groups are minimal and not statistically meaningful. Consequently, the null hypothesis (H0) fails to reject, meaning there is no evidence to suggest that either students or graduates have a measurable advantage when it comes to the effectiveness of their personal professional branding strategies.
4.3 The support from Educational Institutions 
Research Question 3: Do students who receive support from educational institutions use multiple digital platforms more frequently than students who do not receive such support?
H0: There is no significant difference in the frequency of use of multiple digital platforms between students who receive support from educational institutions and those who do not.
H1: Students who receive support from educational institutions use multiple digital platforms more frequently than students who do not receive such support.
The analysis aims to examine various aspects of educational institution support related to personal branding and its effect on students. Several factors are included in this analysis, and each is analysed to determine whether there is a statistically significant difference in responses across different groups of students.
Key Findings Related to the Research Question and Hypothesis:
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Significant Findings (p < 0.05):
Support in Workshops/Courses on Personal Branding (p = 0.049): There is a significant difference between the groups regarding the frequency of digital platform usage based on whether they received workshops or courses on personal branding. This supports the alternative hypothesis.
Career Services (p = 0.024): There is a significant difference in digital platform usage related to the effectiveness of career services provided by the institution, supporting the alternative hypothesis.
Networking Opportunities (p = 0.040): Access to sufficient networking opportunities significantly influences the usage of digital platforms, again supporting the alternative hypothesis.
Connections with Industry Professionals (p = 0.010): Facilitation of connections with industry professionals has a significant effect on digital platform usage.
Networking Events (p = 0.009): Participation in networking events organized by the institution significantly impacts the frequency of digital platform usage.
Mentorship and Guidance (p = 0.044): Adequate mentorship and guidance also significantly affect the usage of digital platforms.
Non-Significant Findings (p > 0.05):
Curriculum Opportunities (p = 0.151): No significant difference was found regarding curriculum-related opportunities to develop relevant skills for personal branding.
Coursework (p = 0.294): Coursework helping to understand the importance of personal branding did not significantly influence digital platform usage.
Practical Experiences (p = 0.120): Integration of practical experiences such as internships did not show a significant difference.
Resource Provision (p = 0.236): Provision of resources like career centres and online tools was not significant.
Educational Background (p = 0.120): The educational background related to developing personal branding did not significantly influence digital platform usage.
Concluding, the analysis reveals that certain aspects of educational institution support, such as workshops, career services, networking opportunities, and mentorship, significantly influence students' frequency of using multiple digital platforms. Therefore, the null hypothesis can be rejected for these factors, and the alternative hypothesis is supported for them. However, other aspects, such as curriculum opportunities and practical experiences, do not significantly affect digital platform usage, so the null hypothesis cannot be rejected for these factors.
Additionally, Pearson correlation analysis is run to measure the educational institution support related to personal and professional branding as perceived by students and graduates. 
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The table presents Pearson correlation coefficients between various measures of educational institution support related to personal and professional branding. The correlations between different aspects of support (e.g., workshops, career services, curriculum, networking opportunities, internships) are provided, along with their significance levels (p-values).
The table shows many high positive correlations (e.g., r > 0.7) between different aspects of educational support, suggesting that these factors are interrelated. For example, correlation between "Career services" and "Curriculum relevance for personal branding" (r = 0.738): This indicates a strong relationship, suggesting that when career services are perceived as effective, the curriculum is also seen as supportive of personal branding.
Correlation between "Coursework understanding" and "Workshops on personal branding" (r = 0.706): This suggests that students who feel their coursework helps them understand personal branding also perceive workshops offered by the institution as beneficial.
Most correlations in the table are significant at the p < 0.001 level (as indicated by the Sig. values), meaning that there is strong evidence to suggest that these relationships are not due to chance.
The table indicates that various forms of support from educational institutions (like workshops, career services, and curriculum) are positively correlated with factors that contribute to building personal professional branding.
The data shows that educational institutions do indeed play a significant role in helping students develop personal professional branding. The high correlations suggest that when students perceive their institution as supportive in one area (e.g., career services), they are also likely to perceive support in other areas relevant to personal branding.
5. Conclusions and recommendations 
This research aimed to explore the development of successful personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania, focusing on the communication channels used, the effectiveness of branding strategies, and the role of educational institutions in supporting these efforts. The findings provide insights into the personal branding practices of students and graduates, highlighting the increasing importance of digital platforms and institutional support in shaping successful professional identities.
The research findings highlight that LinkedIn is the most popular platform among students and graduates for personal professional branding, followed closely by Instagram. This reflects broader global trends where LinkedIn is recognized as the primary platform for professional networking and career development. The growing popularity of Instagram among younger demographics for professional branding reflects the shift towards visually-driven platforms that allow individuals to creatively express their professional identities, a trend supported by studies on digital media’s role in personal branding (Toth, 2013). 
The moderate engagement in updating professional profiles and the intermingling of personal and professional content on social media observed in the study can be analysed through the lens of Aaker's Brand Equity Model. Aaker’s model emphasizes the importance of brand associations and perceived quality in building strong brand equity (Aaker, 1991). The blending of personal and professional content may enhance the authenticity and relatability of a personal brand, thereby improving brand associations and perceived quality. However, it also presents risks to brand consistency and professional image, which are critical components of brand equity.
Furthermore, the lack of significant differences in the effectiveness of personal branding strategies between students and graduates suggests that both groups share similar challenges and opportunities in leveraging their personal brands. This finding can be related to Keller's Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) Model, which highlights the importance of brand meaning and brand response in building strong brand equity (Keller, 1993). The minimal effect sizes observed in the study suggest that both students and graduates may struggle to create a compelling brand meaning that resonates with their target audience, indicating a potential area for improvement in personal branding efforts. 
The role of educational institutions in supporting personal branding efforts is another critical aspect of the findings. The positive impact of workshops, career services, networking opportunities, and mentorship on the frequency of using multiple digital platforms for branding highlights the importance of institutional support in shaping students' professional identities. This aligns with Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory, which argues that individuals with higher self-efficacy are more likely to engage in behaviours that lead to personal and professional success (Bandura, 1977). Educational institutions that provide comprehensive support systems effectively enhance students' self-efficacy, thereby encouraging them to actively engage in personal branding activities.
However, the study also found that curriculum-related opportunities and practical experiences did not significantly impact the frequency of digital platform usage for branding. This suggests a disconnect between the theoretical knowledge provided by the curriculum and its practical application in personal branding. Integrating personal branding education more fully into academic curricula, as suggested by Lee (2018), could help bridge this gap and provide students with the practical skills necessary to effectively manage their personal brands.
Concluding, this study highlights the importance of digital platforms in personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania, with LinkedIn and Instagram emerging as key tools. The findings suggest that while there is no significant difference in the effectiveness of personal branding strategies between students and graduates, the role of educational institutions is crucial. Specifically, institutions that provide targeted support in areas such as workshops, career services, and networking opportunities significantly enhance students' engagement with digital platforms for professional branding.
By synthesizing these findings with relevant theories and models, it becomes clear that successful personal branding requires a combination of effective use of digital platforms, strategic branding efforts, and strong institutional support. Educational institutions in Albania should consider placing greater emphasis on practical support for personal branding, integrating it into the curriculum and extracurricular activities. This approach will better prepare students and graduates to navigate the competitive job market and effectively leverage their personal brands.
Future research should explore the long-term impact of personal branding efforts on career outcomes and investigate the specific types of institutional support that are most beneficial. Additionally, qualitative studies could provide deeper insights into the personal branding challenges faced by students and graduates, further enriching the understanding of this important aspect of career development.
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Appendix 1. Survey Questions
Personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania
Section 1
This questionnaire is part of a research paper for a doctoral pilot study at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, London Campus. It is designed to gather insights on the essential factors for developing successful personal professional branding among students and graduates in Albania, as well as the strategies and communication channels they use.
Please answer all the questions based on your perspective and experience. Your responses will remain confidential and will be used solely for research purposes. No personal data such as name, email, or phone number will be gathered from this survey. It will take no more than 15 minutes to complete.
Thank you for your participation and contribution to this topic!
Suela Tuci
Doctoral Researcher
UWTSD London

Section 2
Before you start, here is a brief background on Personal Professional Branding.

Branding, dating back to ancient civilizations, emerged to differentiate products in the marketplace. Nowadays, recent research highlights the psychological and emotional connections of brands across various products, services, and organizations. In the digital age, individuals are also actively shaping and managing their brand image within the framework of personal and professional branding.
A personal brand symbolise an individual's reputation and unique personality, which are important considerations in distinguishing applicants in today's competitive labour market (Minor-Cooley and Parks-Yancy, 2020). I would also like to quote Jeff Bezos, the CEO of Amazon, on how he describes personal branding: "A brand is what other people say about you when you are not in the room."
1. What is your age?
· 18-20
· 21-24
· 25-30
· Over 30
2. What is your gender?
· Male
· Female
· Other
· Prefer not to say

3. What is your current educational status?
· Current student
· Recent graduate (within the last 2 years)
· Graduate (more than 2 years ago)

4. Which social media platforms do you use for your professional branding? (Select all that apply)
· LinkedIn
· Twitter
· Facebook
· Instagram
· TikTok
· Other (please specify): 

5. How frequently do you update your professional online profiles (LinkedIn, personal website, etc.)?
· Weekly
· Monthly
· Quarterly
· Yearly
· Rarely/Never
· I don't have any online platform

6. How often do you use social media to share personal activities (such as traveling, entertainment, activities with family and friend)?
· Never
· Rarely
· Sometimes
· Often
· Always
7. How often do you use social media to promote your personal professional brand (such as your professional strength and skills, your job, education, career and academic achievements etc)?
· Never
· Rarely
· Sometimes
· Often
· Always

8. Indicate how you develop your Personal Professional Branding strategies 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements by selecting a number from 1 to 5, where: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree
1. I use professional branding strategies to differentiate myself from my peers.
2. I use my personal branding strategies effectively to communicate my skills and values to potential employers.
3. I constantly evolve and maintain my personal professional 
4. I actively use social media platforms (LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Tik Tok etc.) as a strategy to build my professional brand.
5. I have a professional website / blog / online portfolio that showcases my skills and accomplishments.
6. I regularly update my online profiles to reflect my latest achievements and experiences.
7. I participate in networking events to promote my professional brand.
8. I seek out and complete additional certifications, trainings or courses to enhance my professional brand.
9. I seek for feedback on my professional brand from professors, mentors, colleagues, or industry professionals.

9. Indicate the channels of communication you use to develop your personal professional branding
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements by selecting a number from 1 to 5, where: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree
1. I actively use (engaging, reacting, commenting and posting) LinkedIn to develop my professional brand. 
2. I use LinkedIn to promote my professional achievements
3. I actively seek endorsements and recommendations from the network on LinkedIn to enhance my professional brand.
4. I use other social media platforms (other than LinkedIn) to promote my professional achievements.
5. Creating and sharing digital content (e.g., posts in SM, blogs, videos etc) is part of my professional branding communication strategy.
6. I use a personal website/ bog /online portfolio to showcase my work.
7. I participate in online forums and communities related to my field to build my professional network.
8. I attend networking events to develop my professional branding.
9. I attend industry conferences and workshops to establish my professional presence.


10. The importance of personal professional branding for career success
Please indicate how important you consider each of the following statements by selecting a number from 1 to 5, where: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree
1. Professional online presence (e.g., LinkedIn, personal website, blog or portfolio) is important for my career success.
2. Consistently showcasing my skills and achievements to my professional network is essential for career success.
3. Developing a personal brand that differentiates me from others in my field is important.
4. Regularly updating my resume and professional profiles is important in developing a successful personal professional branding.
5. It is important is seeking and maintaining a mentor/ coach for professional development.
6. It is important in engaging in continuous learning and skill development to build personal professional branding.
7. It is important in engaging in continuous learning and skill development to build personal professional branding.
8. It is important is it to be active and participate in industry-related events and conferences to build personal professional branding.
9. When it comes to job interviews and recruitment processes personal professional branding is important for career success.
10. It is important is maintaining a professional appearance and attitude in the workplace for career success.

11. Helpful resources in developing personal professional branding
For the following statements, please indicate to what extent the resources have been helpful by selecting a number from 1 to 5, where: 1 = Not helpful at all 2 = Slightly helpful 3 = Neutral 4 = Helpful 5 = Very Helpful
1. I actively search and make use of various resources to develop my personal professional branding
2. Education institutions help / helped me to build my personal professional branding
3. Online courses have been a helpful resource to build personal professional branding
4. Mentorship programs have been a helpful resource to build personal professional branding
5. Professional associations have been a helpful resource to build personal professional branding
6. Workshops/Seminars have been a helpful resource to build personal professional branding
7. Books/Articles have been a helpful resource to build personal professional branding
8. Digital media (websites, blogs, vlogs, social media platforms) have been a helpful resource in building my personal professional branding

12. Educational Institution Support
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements by selecting a number from 1 to 5, where: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree
1. My educational institution offers / offered workshops or courses on personal branding and/or professional development.
2. The career services at my educational institution effectively help / helped students with personal branding.
3. The curriculum includes / included opportunities to develop skills relevant to personal branding, such as communication and networking.
4. My coursework has helped me understand the importance of personal branding in my chosen field.
5. My educational institution integrates / integrated practical experiences, such as internships, projects and work experiences that contribute /contributed in building a successful personal brand.
6. I have / had access to sufficient networking opportunities through my educational institution.
7. My educational institution facilitates / facilitated connections with industry professionals and alumni.
8. Networking events organized by my educational institution were valuable for building my professional brand.
9. I receive / received adequate mentorship and guidance from faculty members regarding personal branding.
10. My educational institution provides / provided resources, such as career centres and online tools, that are useful for developing a personal brand.
11. Educational background has prepared me for developing professional branding.
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