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Abstract The concept of corporate reputation is steadily

growing in interest among management researchers and

practitioners. In this article, we trace key milestones in the

development of reputation literature over the past six

decades to suggest important research gaps as well as to

provide contextual background for a subsequent integration

of approaches and future outlook. In particular, we explore

the need for better categorised outcomes; a wider range of

causes; and a deeper understanding of contingencies and

moderators to advance the field beyond its current state

while also taking account of developments in the macro

business environment. The article concludes by presenting

a novel reputation framework that integrates insights from

reputation theory and studies, outlines gaps in knowledge

and offers directions for future research.

Keywords Reputation � Stakeholders � Relationships �
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Introduction

Corporate reputation (CR) and its related terms and con-

cepts are receiving considerable attention in management

theory and practice, as evidenced in 20 years of Corporate

Reputation Review articles and celebrated in this anniver-

sary issue. Despite growing interest, however, CR research

is often criticised as being ambiguous, loosely scattered

across various disciplines and difficult to conduct due to

the intangible nature of the concept (Herbig and Milewicz

1993; Lewellyn 2002; Deephouse and Carter 2005; Barnett

et al. 2006; Brown et al. 2006). As CR is nevertheless

widely seen to hold much promise for the future of man-

agement theory and practice, we dedicate this article to a

review and integration of CR studies with the hope that our

work may contribute towards more clarity in the field and

appealing avenues for future research. As such, this article

aims to make three key contributions.

First, a review of the existing reputation literature is pro-

vided inSect. 2 of this articlewith the aimof summarising key

milestones over the past six decades. The review describes

key streams ofCR research and important research gapswhile

also indicating common themes and merging viewpoints

across time periods and from different perspectives. Hence,

Sect. 2 is organised in three subsections, summarising CR

literature in the time periods from 1940 to 1990, 1990 to 2006

and 2006 to 2017 (present). These periods are chosen as they

offer a useful way to highlight important conceptual devel-

opments over time and offer interesting insights regarding the

growth of the field. Any division of an academic field in

separate time periods is imposed and there will naturally be

overlap and crossover between time periods, publication dates

and conceptual developments. The chosen time periods in this

article should thus be seen as an attempt to introduce a

structure that is useful for the purpose of this review, rather

than proposed to be definite by nature.

Insights into how CR research evolves over these periods

extend previous reviews by scholars such as Walker (2010),

who reviews definitions of CR and Lange et al. (2011), who

focuses on one decade from 2000 to 2010 primarily with

regard to exploring reputation as a concept related to

familiarity, favourability and beliefs about future
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expectations of organisations. By reviewing reputation

research across 6 decades up until 2017, this paper explores a

wider range of issues including whether a commonly chosen

level of analysis in CR studies is the organisation or the

individual; whether CR is conceptualised from a strategic or

relational perspective; how CR is thought to be best mea-

sured; if and how the idea of stakeholders is integrated in CR

studies; and how CR research is linked to other academic

areas, disciplines and management theories. Interestingly,

the review indicates that research is progressing from a focus

on measuring CR as a ‘standalone’ concept (and if linked to

other areas then mostly to the financial performance of

organisations) to research aiming to embed CR into a more

comprehensive analysis of causes and outcomes as a way to

understand the development andwider purpose of CR, i.e. its

antecedents and consequences.While the Lange et al. (2011)

review proposes a deeper exploration of the causes of rep-

utation, this article also differs from previous work as it

outlines that much is still unknown with regard to the

underlying mechanisms by which CR develops in different

circumstances, such as the contingencies and moderators at

play, how the concept links to key developments and insights

in related disciplines and how changes in the business

environment can best be embedded in future research.

As a second contribution of this article, therefore,

Sect. 3 discusses key gaps in current knowledge and sug-

gests opportunities for future research as relating particu-

larly to the need for better categorised outcomes, a wider

range of causes and a deeper understanding of contingen-

cies and moderators. Importantly, Sect. 3 takes account of

developments in both business and society, and links the

need for future CR research to macro trends such as dis-

parity of power between governments and business; pop-

ulation growth, urbanisation and climate change; and

instantaneous connectivity and global information flow.

Building on the contextual background provided in

Sect. 2, and building on the discussion of research gaps and

current business trends in Sect. 3, the article finishes by

offering an integration of CR themes and approaches in

Sect. 4 by presenting a novel reputation framework and

suggestions for future development of the field. The

framework distinguishes between organisation-oriented

and stakeholder-oriented levels of analysis and organises

causes and outcomes of CR in a sequential manner with

suggested themes, moderators and feedback loops as the

third and final contribution of this article.

Review of Reputation Literature

The evolution of CR literature is displayed chronologically

in Table 1, as a way of demonstrating the development of

thinking over critical time periods.

The time periods 1940–1990, 1990–2006 and

2006–2017 are chosen in this article to represent important

conceptual developments: from 1940 to 1990 CR is pre-

dominantly looked at in terms of assets and signalling

power and is often conceptualised from a strategic per-

spective. This early stage of CR research is, in hindsight,

sometimes referred to as unidirectional in that CR is seen to

be managed ‘from company to stakeholder’ (Balmer 1998)

and, unsurprisingly, the level of analysis is often the

organisation. From 1990 to 2006, a strategic/asset-based

perspective on CR as well as a relational perspective gain

momentum. The concept of stakeholders gets more inte-

grated into CR literature, as scholars call for studies

including the perspective of recipients/observers of CR,

and as a consequence more studies from an individual level

of analysis emerge. Importantly, a number of scholars

propose ways of measuring CR in this time period and

attempts are made to place CR into causal frameworks.

From 2006 onwards, both a strategic and relational

approach to CR research continue to coexist and scholars in

both camps call to increasingly study antecedents and

consequences of CR as a way to determine causes and

outcomes. Also, links are increasingly being made between

CR and other academic theories and disciplines as scholars

are looking for complexity as well as nuance and subtlety;

and for integration of findings and knowledge. Recent lit-

erature also points to the need to better understand con-

tingencies and underlying mechanisms of the development

of CR and to link CR research more systematically to wider

trends in the macro environment.

Time Period 1940–1990

Corporate reputation as an academic subject is suggested to

originate from the public relations literature in the United

States in the late 1940s (Barlow and Payne 1949; Wood-

ward and Roper 1951; Christian 1959; Macleod 1967;

Weaver 1988), when large US corporations were seen to

express an interest in the views of local communities.

Interestingly, in this period, MacLeod (1967) poses three

critical questions that could be seen to describe the heart of

much subsequent reputation research and are still relevant

today: ‘What is a company’s reputation based on? How is it

measured? How can a company use its reputation to

specific advantage?’ (p. 67).

Typically, at this early stage, CR is described as a

strategic intangible asset that can contribute to current and

future profitability and competitive advantage (Shrum and

Wuthnow 1988; Weigelt and Camerer 1988; Cloninger

1995). The mechanisms for success are often explained

through the signals that CR sends about a company’s

attractiveness and capability (Milgrom and Roberts 1986;

Riahi-Belkaoui and Pavlik 1991; Bagwell 1992). Later,

194 K. Money et al.



Table 1 Review of the CR literature in time periods 1940–1990, 1990–2006, 2006–2017 (present)

Time

period

Key themes Key studies Example studies

1940–1990 1. CR as strategic asset CR as strategic asset, often linked to financial

performance,

e.g. Caves and Porter (1977), Freeman (1984),

Sobol and Farrelly (1988), Weigelt and

Camerer (1988), Dutton and Dukerich (1991),

Amit and Schoemaker (1993)

Sobol and Farrelly (1988) explore to what extent

CR attributes are driven by past financial

performance, and discuss whether and how

good financial performance may reflect good

CR

Weigelt and Camerer (1988) provide theoretical

and empirical evidence on the effects of CR on

strategic development, which leads to

generating future rents

2. CR as signal CR as signals managed by the firm,

e.g. Kreps and Wilson (1982), Shapiro (1983),

Milgrom and Roberts (1986), Fombrun and

Shanley (1990), Riahi-Belkaoui and Pavlik

(1991), Bagwell (1992)

Shapiro (1983) examines the role of CR in a

competitive environment; the study suggests

CR as a mechanism that signals quality

assurance

Riahi-Belkaoui and Pavlik (1991) support the

notion that CR is largely driven by information

about corporate asset management performance

via market and accounting signalling

3. Company-centric view

of CR

CR and related constructs (such as image) studied

from the perspective of the company,

e.g. Barlow and Payne (1949), Woodward and

Roper (1951), Bolger (1959), Macleod (1967),

Dowling (1986), Sobol and Farrelly (1988),

McGuire et al. (1990)

Barlow and Payne (1949) provide one of the first

empirical evidence on the effects of familiarity,

knowledge and CR-related attitudes

Bolger (1959) develops an innovative approach

to measure CR—‘company image profile’—

which helps to systematically evaluate a focal

company’s CR, the CRs of its competitors and

the CR stakeholders expect from the company

1990–2006 1. CR as perception CR as perception,

e.g. Wartick (1992), Fombrun (1996), Post and

Griffin (1997), Balmer (1998), De Chernatony

(1999), Bennett and Kottasz (2000), Mahon and

Wartick (2003), Roberts and Dowling (2002),

Argenti and Druckenmiller (2004)

Wartick (1992) is one of the first researchers to

provide an explicit attention to CR; he also

provides a definition of CR emphasising the

perceptual nature of the construct

Fombrun (1996) offers a review of CR research

and practical implications; develops one of

most cited definitions of CR

2. Distinguishing between

image, identity and CR

Definition of CR and related constructs

e.g. Dutton and Dukerich (1991), Balmer (1998),

Pruzan (2001), Whetten and Mackey (2002),

Balmer and Greyser (2003), Fillis (2003),

Brown et al. (2006), Illia and Lurati (2006)

Balmer (1998) is one of first UK academics

focusing on CR; developing a model,

distinguishing corporate image and CR

Brown et al. (2006) draw essential clarification to

the ongoing debate on the links between the

related constructs of CR, identity and image

3. Development and

critique of CR measures

Measures of CR and critique of measures,

e.g. Fryxell et al. (1994), Fombrun et al. (2000),

Davies et al. (2001), Macmillan et al. (2004),

Walsh and Beatty (2007)

Fryxell et al. (1994) suggest that the Fortune

ranking is largely driven by financial

performance, and hence a financially based way

of measuring CR

Authors such as Fombrun et al. (2000), Davies

et al. (2001), MacMillan et al. (2004), Walsh

and Beatty (2007), Walsh et al. (2009a, b)

propose perception-based measurement tools

for CR

4. Placing CR within a

causal framework (i.e.

study of causes and

outcomes)

Placing CR in causal framework analysis,

e.g. Dutton et al. (1994), Brown (1998), Gardberg

and Fombrun (2002), Ahearne et al. (2005),

Rindova et al. (2005), Wiedmann and

Prauschke (2005), Money and Hillenbrand

(2006)

Rindova et al. (2005) provide theoretical and

empirical evidence within a causal model of

how stakeholder perceptions affect economic

(corporate) outcomes

Money and Hillenbrand (2006) offer a

reconciliation of the two opposing views on CR

(company vs stakeholder oriented); the study

integrates models and frameworks that focus on

CR as a perceptual and attitudinal construct

within a framework of strategic thinking
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often reviewed with reference to signal theory (Fombrun

and Shanley 1990; Turban and Greening 1997; Basdeo

et al. 2006), studies in these years therefore often focus on

how, when and why good reputations may signal desired

corporate benefits, e.g. competitive advantage, better

applicants and financial performance (Shapiro 1982, 1983;

Freeman 1984; Weigelt and Camerer 1988; Dutton and

Dukerich 1991).

Given the early reliance of CR studies on strategic

thinking and links to profitability, the conceptual devel-

opments by Shapiro (1983), Weigelt and Camerer (1988)

and Fombrun and Shanley (1990) mark significant

Table 1 continued

Time

period

Key themes Key studies Example studies

5. Stakeholder-centric

view of CR

Stakeholder studies,

e.g. Mael and Ashforth (1992), Zyglidopoulos and

Phillips (1999), Sen and Bhattacharya (2001),

Waddock (2000), Ahearne et al. (2005),

MacMillan et al. (2005), Caruana et al. (2006),

Walsh et al. (2006), Freeman (2010)

Mael and Ashforth (1992) provide empirical

evidence on how and why CR (i.e. prestige) may

impact stakeholders’ affiliations with

organisations (i.e. organisational identification)

and, in turn, lead to stakeholders’ behavioural

outcomes

MacMillan et al. (2005) place CR within

stakeholder–company relationships, emphasising

mutual exchange and influence between both

parties

2006–

present

1. Linking CR to

management theories

From a strategic/asset-based perspective, CR is

linked, for example, to resource-based theory (see

Deephouse 2000; Roberts and Dowling 2002;

Shamsie 2003; Carmeli and Tishler 2004a, b;

Carter and Ruefli 2006; Bergh et al. 2010; Boyd

et al. 2010); institutional theory (see Rao 1994;

Staw and Epstein 2000; Deephouse and Carter

2005; Srivoravilai et al. 2011; Foreman et al. 2013;

Davies and Olmedo-Cifuentes 2016; Deephouse

et al. 2016); signalling theory (see Basdeo et al.

2006; Newburry 2010; Gardberg et al. 2015;

Walsh et al. (2016b, 2017), Gardberg et al. 2017);

and non-market strategy (see Mahon and Wartick

2003; Ghobadian et al. 2015; Liedong et al. 2015)

From a relational/perception-based perspective, CR

is linked, for example, to stakeholder theory (see

Bhattacharya et al. 2009; Freeman 2010; Wang

and Berens 2015); social identity theory (see

Korschun 2015); attribution theory (see Helm

2013); and relationship theories (see Money et al.

2012a, b; Korschun et al. 2014)

Carroll (2010) brings agenda-setting theory to CR

literature and studies the impact of media on CR

development (see also Kiousis et al. 2007; Besiou

et al. 2013; Bantimaroudis and Zyglidopoulos

2014; Lee et al. 2015)

Dowling and Moran (2012) follow a strategic view

and argue that only when CR is grounded in

corporate strategy, many companies achieve a

significant competitive advantage; to support that

the authors offer a framework that unpacks

strategy-led approaches to CR (see also

Deephouse and Carter 2005; Basdeo et al. 2006)

Helm (2013) utilises attribution theory to understand

how cognitive processes drive stakeholders

satisfaction and intention (see also Sjovall and

Talk 2004; Love and Kraatz 2009, 2017; Mishina

et al. 2012)

Korschun (2015) draws on social identity theory to

explore psychological contributors to stakeholder

relationships (see also Helm (2011a, b, 2013);

Ashforth et al. 2013; Korschun and Du 2013;

Beatty et al. 2015)

2. Understanding

underlying

mechanisms of how

CR develops

Exploring a broader set of drivers and outcomes of

CR,

e.g. Walsh and Beatty (2007), Walsh et al.

(2009a, b), Hillenbrand et al. (2011), Lange et al.

(2011), Ponzi et al. (2011), Fombrun (2012),

Fombrun et al. (2015), Walsh et al. (2016b)

Hillenbrand et al. (2011) unpack underlying

psychological processes that drive stakeholders’

behavioural responses to perceptions of CRs

Fombrun et al. (2015) offers an extensive model of

CR dimensions—RepTrak�—which has been

widely applied to cross-company, industry, city

and country studies

3. Understanding

contingency and

moderators in CR

research

Understanding contingencies and moderators of CR,

for example, social axioms, culture, identification,

social media, influencers,

e.g. Kreiner and Ashforth (2004), Money and

Hillenbrand (2006), Ashforth et al. (2008),

Bhattacharya et al. (2009), Korschun (2015), West

et al. (2014, 2015), Walsh et al. (2016b)

West et al. (2015) unpack how underlying

psychological mechanisms, i.e. social axioms or

deeply held individual beliefs, moderate

perceptions of CR as well as outcome behaviours

Walsh et al. (2016a, b) unpack psychological

differences in embarrassment tendency among

stakeholders (i.e. individuals’ proneness to feel

embarrassed) in relation to different companies

(i.e. brands)
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milestones in CR literature. Shapiro (1983) is among the

first to offer theoretical and empirical evidence on the

impact of CR on financial return and this work significantly

influences later studies on the link between CR and

financial performance (e.g. Cloninger 1995; Hammond and

Slocum 1996; Roberts and Dowling 1997; Miles and Covin

2000; Kitchen and Laurence 2003; Sabate and Puente

2003; Carmeli and Tishler 2004a, b; Neville et al. 2005).

Weigelt and Camerer (1988) enrich the debate through a

focus on a set of corporate attributes that the authors sug-

gest to contribute towards CR development. Moving the

field forward, Fombrun and Shanley (1990) then suggest a

yet broader set of elements (from financial to emotional)

relevant to CR. In doing so, the authors start to mark a

transition in CR literature from a mainly strategic lens

towards a relational and perception-based approach in the

next time period, as they start to signal the perspective of

external constituents as well as cognitive and emotive

elements in the conceptualisation of CR.

Time Period 1990–2006

From the 1990s onwards, CR research spreads noticeably

from the United States to Europe with more studies

emerging, for example, from scholars in the UK (e.g.

Bromley 1993; Balmer 1998; Macmillan et al. 2000, 2004),

Germany (e.g. Wiedmann 2002; Walsh and Wiedmann

2004; Wiedmann and Buxel 2005), Italy (e.g. Zattoni and

Ravasi 2000; Ravasi 2002; Gabbioneta et al. 2007) and the

Netherlands (e.g. van Riel 2002; Berens and van Riel 2004;

Maathuis et al. 2004).

While the earlier discussed stream of strategic CR

research continues to thrive (Hall 1992; Grunig 1993; Yoon

et al. 1993; Dollinger et al. 1997; Roberts and Dowling

1997, 2002; Carmeli and Tishler 2004a, b), often now

theorised on the resource-based view of the firm (Barney

1991; Hall 1992, 1993; Deephouse 2000), an alternative

perspective is starting to emerge in the literature that views

CR as perception based (Wartick 1992; Bromley 1993;

Fombrun 1996; Chun 2001; Mahon and Wartick 2003;

Dowling 2004; MacMillan et al. 2004). At the time of the

millennium, two distinct streams of CR research are clearly

present: reputation as intangible asset, with research often

conducted at the organisational level, (e.g. Roberts and

Dowling 1997, 2002; Petrick et al. 1999; Deephouse 2000;

Waddock 2000) and reputation as stakeholder perceptions,

with research often conducted at the individual level (e.g.

Balmer 1998; Bromley 2001; Johnston 2002; Mahon and

Wartick 2003; Macmillan et al. 2004; Walsh and Wied-

mann 2004).

A contribution to define CR from a perceptual per-

spective is then provided by Wartick (1992) arguing that

‘corporate reputation is the aggregation of a single

stakeholder’s perceptions of how well organisational

responses are meeting the demands and expectations of

many organisational stakeholders’ (p. 34). A related defi-

nition is offered by Fombrun (1996), who sees reputation

as ‘a perceptual representation of a company’s past actions

and future prospects that describes the firm’s overall appeal

to all of its key constituents when compared with other

leading rivals’ (p. 72), which remains one of the most cited

definitions in the literature (Dowling 2016).

Indeed, defining and differentiating CR is what many

writers in the time period 1990–2006 aim to achieve. While

early scholars hardly differentiate between the concepts of

image, identity and reputation, and often use these terms

interchangeably (Christian 1959; MacLeod 1967; Dunne

1974), scholars in the 90 s and early 2000s try to be more

explicit (see for example Ettorre 1996; Fombrun and van

Riel 1997; Nowak and Washburn 2000; Davies et al. 2001;

Pruzan 2001). In an attempt to simplify the field, Brown

et al. (2006)—in a seminal work and similar to Cornelissen

et al. (2007)—refer to identity as internal associations

about a company, which are held by its members (based on

Albert and Whetten 1985); to organisational image as

internally held associations, which reflect how others view

a company; and to CR as external individual stakeholders’

views of the organisation.

Furthermore, measuring CR emerges as a key ambition

of scholars in the time period 1990–2006. Measurement

tools and framework are published, for example, by

scholars such as Fombrun (1996), Davies et al. (2003),

Berens and Van Riel (2004) and MacMillan et al. (2004).

In an effort to categorise and summarise measurement

tools, Money and Hillenbrand (2006) propose a reputation

framework that integrates existing measurement models

and differentiates between scales relating to causes, repu-

tation and consequences of CR. Their framework builds on

the seminal work by Rindova et al. (2005) and Walsh and

Wiedmann (2004) to integrate organisational and stake-

holder-oriented approaches to CR with the use of well-

established psychological theory, and is displayed in

Fig. 1.

As evident in the development of CR measurement tools

and CR definitions between 1990 and 2006, CR literature

becomes increasingly intertwined with stakeholder

research (e.g. Morgan and Hunt 1994; O’Hair et al. 1995;

Huang 1998; Broom et al. 2000; Macmillan et al. 2000;

Yang and Grunig 2005). As such, CR scholars are often

using exchange theory (Anderson and Weitz 1992; Lambe

et al. 2001) and relationship reciprocity (Gassenheimer

et al. 1998; Wulf et al. 2001; Greenwood 2007) as theo-

retical underpinnings of conceptual developments, and pay

increasing attention to a two-way nature of company–

stakeholder relationships, which correspond with Free-

man’s (1984) original work on stakeholder theory, where
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he defines stakeholders as ‘anyone who affects and is

affected’ by a company.

The shift to stakeholders and stakeholder perception in

CR studies is furthermore accompanied by a shift to more

research looking at the emotional, cognitive and beha-

vioural elements of CR (Dutton and Dukerich 1991;

Bromley 1993; Dutton et al. 1994; Balmer 1998; Chun

2005; Walsh et al. 2009a, b). Corporate reputation studies

thereby include both research with internal stakeholders

(Dutton et al. 1994; Gioia and Thomas 1996; Post and

Griffin 1997; Arnold et al. 2003) and external stakeholders

(e.g. Goldberg and Hartwick 1990; Bromley 1993; Dowl-

ing 1993; Vendelø 1998; Davies et al. 2001). Scholars such

as Bromley (1993) also increasingly call for research to

include the outcome behaviours of stakeholders—a notion

that will emerges further in the next and final time period

discussed in this article.

Time Period 2006–2017 (Present)

With the strategic/asset-based as well as the relational/

perception-based approach to CR both well established by

2006, recent work often aims to better ground, legitimise

and understand CR by linking it explicitly to management

theories and other disciplines.

From a strategic/asset-based perspective, work is con-

ducted, for example, by Srivoravilai et al. (2011) utilising

institutional theory (see also Rao 1994; Staw and Epstein

2000; Deephouse and Carter 2005; Foreman et al. 2013;

Davies and Olmedo-Cifuentes 2016; Deephouse et al.

2016); by Gardberg et al. (2015) utilising signalling theory

(see also Basdeo et al. 2006; Newburry 2010; Walsh et al.

2016b, 2017; Gardberg et al. 2017); by Mahon et al. (2004)

building on non-market strategy (see also Mahon and

Wartick 2003; Ghobadian et al. 2015; Liedong et al. 2015)

and by Deephouse (2000) and others utilising resource-

based theory (see also Roberts and Dowling 2002; Shamsie

2003; Carmeli and Tishler 2004a, b; Carter and Ruefli

2006; Bergh et al. 2010). Furthermore, Carroll and

McCombs (2003) bring agenda-setting theory to CR lit-

erature, and explore effects of media on CR development

(see also Kiousis et al. 2007; Carroll 2010, 2013; Besiou

et al. 2013; Bantimaroudis and Zyglidopoulos 2014; Lee

et al. 2015).

From a relational/perception-based perspective, Wang

and Berens (2015) use stakeholder theory (see also Cable

and Graham 2000; Kreiner and Ashforth 2004; Parent and

Deephouse 2007; Bhattacharya et al. 2009; Freeman 2010);

and Money et al. (2012a, b) build on psychological

approaches and relationship theories (see also MacMillan

et al. 2004, 2005; Hosmer and Kiewitz 2005; Rindova et al.

2005; Korschun et al. 2014; Walsh et al. 2017). Korschun

(2015) draws on social identity theory and explores psy-

chological contributors to stakeholder relationships (see

also Helm 2011a, b, 2013; Ashforth et al. 2013; Korschun

and Du 2013; Beatty et al. 2015); Sjovall and Talk (2004)

utilise attribution theory to understand how cognitive

processes drive stakeholders to form perceptions of CR

Strategic level Asset Generating Activities Intangible Assets Market Assets / Performance 

Fombrun et al. (2000) 
Reputation Quotient 

(RQ) 

Vision and Leadership 
Financial Performance 
Social Responsibility 
Products & Services 
Workplace Environment 

Emotional 
Appeal 

Davies et al. (2003) 
Corporate Personality 

Scale 

Judgments of the 
personality of an 
organisation 

(link to 
measures of 
satisfaction) 

(Link to 
measures of 
commitment) 

Berens & van Riel 
(2004) 

Streams of Thought in 
Reputation Literature 

Activities associated with 
the development of trust 
(implied) 

Judgments in terms of 
social expectations 
 
Personality Metaphor 

Trust 
 
 

Walsh & Wiedmann 
(2004) 

Extension of the RQ in 
Germany 

Suggested the 
development of scales to 
measure stakeholder 
experience and 
involvement 

Suggested the 
development of scales to 
measure sympathy, 
transparency, fairness 
and perceived customer 
orientation in addition to 
RQ concepts 

Suggested the 
development of 
scales to 
measure trust 
and satisfaction 

Suggested the 
development of 
scales to 
measure loyalty 
and word of 
mouth 

MacMillan et al. (2004) 
SPIRIT 

Outside Influences  
(What the media 
and pressure 
groups say) 

Communication, Service 
Benefits, Non-Material 
Benefits, Shared Values, 
Keeping Commitments, 
Coercion and 
Termination Costs 

Trust  
Emotional 
Commitment 
Level of 
positive and 
negative 
emotions 

Advocacy 
Co-operation 
Extension 
Retention 
Subversion 

Personal level Observation Experience Beliefs Attitudes Intentions Behaviours 

Consequences  Corporate Reputation  Antecedents  ⇒ ⇒ 

Fig. 1 Causal framework of CR by Money and Hillenbrand (2006), built on Rindova et al. (2005) and Walsh and Wiedmann (2004)
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(see also Love and Kraatz 2009, 2017; Mishina et al. 2012;

Helm 2013); and Ravasi (2016) utilises identity and iden-

tification theories (see also Whetten et al. 2014; Ravasi and

Canato 2013).

While scholars across CR camps (and utilising a variety

of theoretical underpinnings) call for more nuanced CR

research and better developed models, the authors of this

article are particularly affiliated with the relational/per-

ception-based view of CR, and will thus focus on research

gaps and future outlook particularly from that perspective

in the rest of this article. While the authors warmly wel-

come a broadening of CR study beyond the relational view,

a review and outlook analysis in that regard is better served

by scholars who actively publish in this area.

Within the relational approach to CR research, much

research from 2006 onwards focuses on a deep exploration of

stakeholder perceptions, emotions, beliefs and thoughts

(Money and Hillenbrand 2006; Helm 2011a, b; Ponzi et al.

2011; Fombrun2012;Helm2013), oftenwith the hope to shed

light on a longstanding and worrying lacuna in CR research:

why stakeholders often react unpredictably and differently to

the same organisational stimuli (Bhattacharya et al. 2009;

Walker 2010; Mishina et al. 2012; Money et al. 2012a, b;

West et al. 2015).Hence, one important streamofCR research

from 2006 onwards addresses the underlying processes that

underpin relationships and attitude development of individ-

uals. However, while scholars are often interested in

unpacking underlying (often psychological) mechanisms by

which CR leads to stakeholder behaviour (Bhattacharya and

Sen 2003; Walker 2010), the range of outcome behaviours

explored in CR literature still remains limited.

Corporate reputation-related outcomes and benefits that

are typically studied include, for example, stakeholder

loyalty and commitment (Helm 2007; Caruana and Ewing

2010; Eberl 2010; Bartikowski et al. 2011); purchase

intentions among customers (e.g. Sen and Bhattacharya

2001; Walsh et al. 2006, 2009a, b; Carroll 2009; Hong and

Yang 2009); intentions to invest or seek employment (e.g.

Einwiller et al. 2010; Newburry 2010; Ponzi et al. 2011);

and advocacy or word of mouth (e.g. Hong and Yang 2009;

Eberle et al. 2013; Cai et al. 2014; Chang et al. 2015).

These stakeholder behaviours seem mostly focused on

commercial benefit for companies, and questions are aris-

ing about a potentially wider range of outcomes related to

CR that could be of interest to study. Money et al. (2009),

Shamma and Hassan (2009), Newburry (2010), Ponzi et al.

(2011) and Garnelo-Gomez et al. (2015), for example, call

for research that links reputation to outcomes such as,

sustainable consumption, employee wellbeing, and pride

and happiness of communities. This will be discussed more

fully in Sect. 3.

Related to the previous point, CR scholars also call for

studies to better understand the causes of stakeholder

perceptions and feelings (Ponzi et al. 2011; Fombrun 2012).

Fombrun (2012), for example, suggests three sources for

reputation drivers as stakeholders’ personal experiences,

corporate initiatives and other communication/media. As

such, CR scholars are advised to not operate in isolation but,

rather, build on advances in the study of perceptions and

emotions more widely. For example, a recent study exploring

sustainable living (Money et al. 2016) utilises advances in the

understanding of human motivation and, in particular, the

work of Lawrence (2010) and Lawrence andNohria (2002) as

the lens through which the developments of perceptions and

emotions related to sustainable behaviours are developed.

Again, this point will be further explored in Sect. 3, as

the authors believe that understanding the causes of CR

holds much promise: often, the starting point of such

attempts is a deeper understanding of human nature, which

does not presume humans are rational or logical in decision

making, as many early management studies in this domain

do. Rather, seemingly irrational behaviours such as

unsustainable consumption patterns can be explained in

terms of the broader impact of an imbalance in expression

of human drives in Western society.

Finally, there is a strong call in recent CR studies to better

understand the contingencies and moderators at play in CR

research. Much recent work still looks at stakeholders as

homogeneous groups, often assuming that stakeholders

within functional silos (e.g. customers, employees, com-

munities) respond and act towards a company in a unified

manner, without being able to systematically account for

differences in responses of individuals (Walsh and Beatty

2007; Hong and Yang 2009; Chun and Davies 2010; John-

ston and Everett 2012; Helm and Tolsdorf 2013). However,

new studies are emerging that aim to explain varied

responses within stakeholder groups (Mishina et al. 2012).

These studies are based, for example, on identity and iden-

tification theories (Mael and Ashforth 1992; Ahearne et al.

2005; Bhattacharya et al. 2009; Remke 2013) or on the study

of psychological concepts such as social axioms (i.e. deeply

held beliefs about the world in general, such as cynicism and

fate control) (West et al. 2015).

In summary, important research gaps in contemporary

CR studies often relate to a need to better categorise CR

outcomes, more fully understand the drivers of CR and to

explore in depth the contingencies and moderators at play

in how CR-related perceptions, emotions, beliefs and

behaviour develop in individuals, above and beyond tra-

ditional stakeholder groupings. At the same time, there is a

need to research CR within the contemporary business

environment (see Ghobadian et al. 2015). Section 3 of this

article will therefore explore these research gaps in light of

macro business trends and Sect. 4 will propose a novel

conceptual framework to outline interesting areas for future

research.
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Integration of Contemporary CR Research
with Macro Business Trends

The research gaps identified in Sect. 2 mirror develop-

ments in wider business and society research and practice

as scholars and practitioners alike suggest that the study of

CR needs to change because the world and what we know

about the world is changing (Money et al. 2016). In an

attempt to integrate the academic need for CR advance-

ment with developments of a rapidly changing business

environment, this section explores macro business trends in

light of CR theory and research. According to Ghobadian

et al. (2015), the following macro trends in the business

environment will have a great impact on company–stake-

holder relationships in the coming decades:

– disparity of power between governments and business

– population growth, urbanisation and climate change

– electronic information and instantaneous connectivity

between people.

The authors fully acknowledge that there are many other

developmental issues that are important but not included in

the above, but hope that by exploring the ones listed here,

this article provides a starting point for other scholars to

add to.

The Need for Better Categorised Outcomes of CR—

Speaks to Increasing Disparities in Business

Realities and the Question of Organisational

Purpose

An increasing disparity between governments and

large businesses, in which governments encounter

constraints while businesses become increasingly

powerful, suggests that organisations could more

deeply consider their purpose and the outcomes they

seek—and as such better categorise the consequences

of CR. The authors invite researchers and practi-

tioners to consider and develop key performance

indicators as outcomes of CR that can more accu-

rately reflect the stated purposes of organisations.

With many governments facing years of austerity fol-

lowing the recession in 2008 and the seemingly increasing

divisions between nations, multinational corporations

(through their wide reach and supply chains) are seen by

many to be in a better position to address global issues,

such as food and water security, social justice and equality,

and the preservation of natural resources (Scherer and

Palazzo 2011; Austin and Seitanidi 2012; Brammer et al.

2012). From a CR perspective, this poses interesting

questions for organisations and their leadership: e.g., how

far do organisations want to take on wider responsibilities,

such as encouraging sustainable consumption or reducing

obesity?

This emphasises the need for organisations to reflect and

communicate issues relating to ‘what are we trying to

cause?’ through their actions, and to choose key perfor-

mance indicators (KPIs) that fit with their purpose (Holt

and Littlewood 2015). A global business like Unilever, for

example, is setting targets that relate not only to purchase

figures, but to social benefit, thereby inspiring people to use

products that are more sustainable. Without appropriate

KPIs—which we label as consequences of reputation—

organisations will not have the means to manage progress

towards their goals. While the authors do not advocate a

particular purpose for any organisation, it is interesting to

reflect that recent research suggests, for example, that ‘not

acting’, or ‘not explaining inaction’ on issues related to

sustainability and fair work practices can have a negative

impact on reputation (Korschun 2015).

A systematic categorisation of meaningful outcomes of

CR allows organisations and their leaders to carefully think

through strategies and potential impacts with an end in

mind, and will be integrated into the framework in Sect. 4

of this article in the following manner: following Money

et al. (2012b), outcomes of CR will be categorised in terms

of a hierarchy that starts with affective outcomes (such as

trust and positive emotions); moves to maintaining beha-

viours (such as staying in a relationship); and then moves

to expanding behaviours that require discretionary effort

(such as advocacy). This categorisation builds upon

insights from psychology literature, which suggest that

behaviour change is often slow and builds in increments

from the current expression of behaviour (e.g. Unsworth

et al. 2013; Davis et al. 2015). For example, if a person has

low levels of affect and trust towards an organisation, it is

often more difficult to influence positive advocacy than if

someone started with a higher level of trust. A feature of

current CR research is that it often seeks to understand

desirable behaviours such as advocacy rather than explor-

ing existing behaviours or attitudes in more depth and

seeking incremental change. The authors propose a cate-

gorisation of behavioural outcomes as follows:

1. Maintain—continue with an existing behaviour—this

could relate to behaviours that are directly beneficial to

organisations, such as stakeholder retention and compli-

ance, but could also include a broader set of behaviours,

such as volunteering, or desirable end-states, such as

wellbeing, engagement or life satisfaction.

2. Stop—this involves stakeholders changing their beha-

viour and no longer engaging in certain activities. In

many ways, this is the most difficult outcome to

influence because it involves changing of habits. This

could involve behaviours directly linked to
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organisations, such as cessation of unsafe working

practices, or those linked to broader societal outcomes,

such as reducing overconsumption or substance

misuse.

3. Start—this involves stakeholders either engaging in a

new relationship (e.g. becoming an employee, customer

etc.) or new action (e.g. starting to recycle, volunteer

etc.), but may also involve stakeholders engaging more

deeply with organisations (e.g. cooperating with organ-

isations, providing more information, recommending

initiatives on social media platforms) or changing the

way that stakeholders engage in existing behaviours

(e.g. this may include using products in more sustain-

able ways, such as washing clothes at a lower temper-

ature, driving more economically, volunteering more

often within a community).

The starting point of the above-suggested categorisation is

the current behaviours of stakeholders—which are often

seen as a useful lever to influence behaviour. For example, it

may take different experiences to encourage someone to

continue as opposed to start volunteering. Conceptually,

ways of achieving such behavioural outcomes of maintain,

stop and start are offered in exchange theory and reciprocity

theory in stakeholder–organisation relationships. More

specifically, this may include ‘the firm offering something of

value to stakeholders’ before ‘stakeholders offer something

of value back to the organisation or society’, in terms of

specific maintain, stop or start behaviours (Money et al.

2012b: p. 8). Bhattacharya et al. (2009) suggest that these

‘offerings’ might have a tangible or intangible nature.

Outcomes are deliberately placed at the end of the

framework in Sect. 4. It is at this end that the authors

would invite both scholars and practitioners to start their

journey by asking questions such as ‘What is the outcome

we are seeking to understand or influence?’ and ‘What is

the current state within the stakeholder universe?’. By

doing so, the authors believe that CR research can become

truly strategic and be a force for organisations achieving

outcomes including but beyond financial returns.

The Need for a Wider Range of Causes of CR—

Speaks to Changing Norms, Perceptions

and Knowledge of Issues Such As Climate Change,

Urbanisation, Population Growth and Increased

Electronic Connectivity Between Individuals, As

Well As Advances in the Study of the Psychology

of Perception

Issues such as climate change, urbanisation and

population growth are no longer contested by main-

stream academics, politicians and practitioners. This

means that the causes of CR will increasingly depend

on meeting expectations in relation to these issues, as

CRs and organisational activities will be judged by

stakeholders in light of these realities. At the same

time, advances in the study of human perception

provide a richer tapestry of theory through which

causes of reputation can be understood.

The causes of CR are levers that reflect both underlying

human psychology and changing societal expectations.

Such changing expectations may, for example, result in a

changing psychological contract between business and

society in which organisations can reflect more openly on

their purpose and consider how purpose can be co-created

with stakeholders and can take account of the concerns of

broader societal stakeholders (Ansari et al. 2012; Leach

et al. 2012; Arend 2013; Littlewood 2014). The authors

propose that within a perception-based approach to CR, the

causes of CR reside in stakeholder experiences. Critically,

however, the authors propose that it will be useful to dis-

tinguish between the way experiences are categorised and

also invite a wider set of causes to take advantage of both a

better understanding of the psychology of experience as

well as the changing nature of stakeholder expectations:

1. Functional drivers of CR. These drivers are perhaps the

most widely researched and used causes and have their

origins in well-known measurement tools such as the

Reputation Quotient (Fombrun et al. 2000), RepTrak�

(Fombrun et al. 2015) and Most Admired Company

Indicators. Categorisation of stakeholder experiences

in terms of functions within an organisation relate, for

example, to experiences of products and services,

workplace environment, leadership and social

responsibility.

2. Relational drivers of CR. These drivers are also well

established in research and categorisation of stake-

holder experiences is in terms of relational aspects

such as experiences related to how well organisations

inform, listen, keep commitments and provide benefits

to stakeholders (e.g. Walsh et al. 2009b; Money et al.

2012b)—as well as more negative experiences that

relate to the use or abuse of power by organisations

(e.g. MacMillan et al. 2004; Money et al. 2012b).

3. Motivational drivers of CR. These drivers are emerg-

ing in the literature and build on advances in the study

of psychology (e.g. Lawrence and Nohria 2002). While

some may see these as a subset of relational

approaches, which can include both intrinsic and

extrinsic benefits, the authors suggest that a specific

exploration of motivational sources allows for a more

precise lens to study how CR perceptions develop.

4. Third-party influence drivers of CR. These drivers are

experiences that reside in the communications that

stakeholders receive from peers and other key
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influencers. This could include word or mouth, elec-

tronic word of mouth, blogging or more traditional

advertising and public relations (see for example

Edelman 2016; Dyson and Money 2017). While

third-party influences are often outside of organisa-

tions’ direct control, they are suggested to be a key

reputation-building experience, and often include links

between friends and family and observational learning

(Bandura 1986; Hillenbrand et al. 2011).

While functional and relational drivers are well discussed

in CR literature, motivational drivers and third-party

influence drivers are less so, and hence necessitate a brief

example.

As an example of motivational drivers of CR experi-

ences, the approach utilized by Unilever is exemplified.

Unilever’s purpose is the make sustainable living com-

monplace. Through the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan

the company has been able to engage with stakeholders to

co-create solutions in relation to sustainability. More

specifically, Unilever is exploring stakeholder motivations

towards living more sustainably within the context of ful-

filling the following drives: (1) drive to Acquire: gain

goods and status commensurate with aspirations; (2) drive

to Bond: be part of a group that cares for and gives identity;

(3) drive for Meaning: have a purpose that is bigger than

yourself; drive to Learn: understand the world around us;

drive to Defend: protect the things that are important to us

(building on Lawrence 2010; Lawrence and Nohria 2002;

Ghobadian et al. 2015).

One key learning from the Unilever case has been that

employees have been motivated to educate communities

about sustainability, while wider society has been moti-

vated by both defending what is important to them, but also

gaining status in relation to sustainability. By looking at

sustainability and sustainable behaviours as a function of

fundamental human motivation, Unilever has differentiated

itself from other organisations—and this is perhaps one of

the reasons the company has been so successful in this area

with—the sustainable living plan winning numerous

awards and sustainable living brands growing 50% faster

than other Unilever brands that have yet to embrace this

approach (Weed 2017).

Finally, the impact of third-party influence drivers has

had significant success, in particular, in relation to public

health campaigns—such as reduction in drink driving and

the increase in seat-belt wearing (e.g. Vecino-Ortiz et al.

2014). In this context, years of messaging from governments

regarding the risks and benefits of such behaviours was

found to have much less influence than messages given from

the perspective of friends and family members—who pro-

vide a personal experience or opinion (Dyson and Money

2017). The advent of social media and rating platforms

extends the impact of peer-to-peer influence and the authors

therefore advocate further study in this regard in relation to

both commercial and non-commercial organisations.

The Need for Deeper Exploration of Contingencies

and Moderators in CR Research—Speaks

to Increased Global Connectivity and the Possibility

to Broadcast and Receive Personalised Views

Electronically; As Well As to Advances in the Study

of Individual and Cultural Differences

Widespread access to electronic information com-

bined with instantaneous connectivity between large

numbers of individuals across geographic boundaries,

who often strive to live more individualistically and

broadcast personalised views easily and globally,

exemplifies the importance of contingencies and

moderators when studying reputation.

The communications industry, in all its facets, is at the

forefront of unprecedented change right across the globe,

which requires organisations to be more transparent in their

relationships with stakeholders. The availability of person-

alised electronic communication and the availability of ‘big

data’ offer opportunities for organisations to tailor com-

munications towards individual stakeholders in a way that

takes account of aspects that are specific to each individual

(e.g. cultural background, demographics and personal

beliefs), rather than in a blanket fashion or by stakeholder

group. This poses both practical and ethical questions about

the importance and use of contingency and moderators

(Fernandez-Feijoo et al. 2014; Harjoto and Jo 2015).

When considering such contingencies, researchers may

want to study moderation between causes and CR, between

CR and outcomes, and direct links between causes and

outcomes in terms of (but not limited to) the following

factors:

1. Characteristics of the perceiver/stakeholder (i.e. the

person experiencing, perceiving or behaving in a

certain way)—this could link to that person’s values,

personality, social axioms, cognitive understanding,

socioeconomic status, culture and sense-making etc.

While demographic variables are useful, the authors

suggest that these measures should be supplemented by

specific cognitive and emotive influence factors that

may better explain previously undiscovered underlying

moderating mechanisms.

2. Characteristics of the messenger (i.e. the entity being

experienced or perceived: usually an organisation or

third-party influencer)—this could include aspects

such as the credibility, intention, trustworthiness,

knowledge and social identity of the messenger.
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3. Characteristics of the context/relationship (i.e. the

meta-characteristics of the context)—this could

include the broader context in which the company–

stakeholder relationship is framed, for example, a long-

or short-term relationship, a conflict-laden relationship

or a partnership.

A case example of how contingencies can impact on the

outcome of organisational action is illustrated by Elbel

et al. (2009): in the context of communicating about

calories of meals in fast-food restaurants in New York it

was assumed that simply communicating about calorie

intake would reduce calorie consumption and associated

health risks. While this was the case in some of the

neighbourhoods, Elbel et al. (2009) explain that calorie

intake increased in the poorest neighbourhoods, which

ironically were the ones primarily targeted with this health

campaign. Subsequent research showed that in these

environments, people were conducting a cost/benefit

analysis—i.e. how could they get the most calories for the

least money—producing exactly the opposite outcome

behaviour than the programme intended. If the design of

the campaign and its associated research had included a

moderator that took account of factors, such as socioeco-

nomic status and people’s beliefs systems, it may have

been able to tailor messages to produce better outcomes.

From a managerial perspective, the importance of trans-

parent, individualised and authentic communication can be

understood in relation to factors such as the following (Pain

2017): a need to be empathetic (organisations will need to

demonstrate a real understanding and appreciation of the

needs both of the planet and the people on it); a clarity of

purpose and message (organisations need to know who they

are and what they stand for if they are to be seen and heard in

today’s media space); and engagement in alliances and

collaboration (issues are now bigger than any one individual,

government, corporation or country—the world is a highly

interconnected place and will require far more collective

responsibility than has been the case so far).

Reputation Framework and Outlook on CR
Research

Before integrating the insights from Sect. 3 of this article

into the novel reputation framework presented below, with

the purpose of guiding future studies in this field, a final

aspect in CR research needs exploration: CR, at its heart, is

typically defined as the perception of a character (Fombrun

1996). It is therefore important that the study of CR inte-

grates advances in knowledge about the nature and devel-

opment of perceptions and attitudes. Key aspects in this

regard relate to advances in the understanding of how

cognitive and emotional aspects develop, interact and how

they impact on perceptions, in particular perceptions about

a character, or characteristic of an entity (Dolcos and

Denkova 2014).

Much reputation research is based on the theory of

reasoned action (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; Ajzen and

Fishbein 2000; Ajzen 2012), which proposes that emo-

tional reactions result from a cognitive assessment. Other

theories, however, suggest that emotional reactions may

precede cognitive assessment or occur in parallel and at the

very least that cognitive and emotional perceptions influ-

ence each other (Pessoa 2013; Braver et al. 2014). The

authors therefore propose that CR research takes account of

this development and more explicitly differentiates

between cognitive and emotional elements in a way that

recognises both and aims to categorise CR equally in terms

of cognitive and emotional elements as follows:

1. Cognitive aspects—such as beliefs or judgements—

can be used for differentiation, as beliefs or judge-

ments are not by their nature ‘positive’ or ‘negative’.

For example, a reputation for being highly technical,

modern or even competent could be positive or

negative depending on the perspective of the person

making a judgement. Such cognitive aspects are often

explored as perceptions of an organisations ‘personal-

ity’ (Davies et al. 2001), but could refer to other

characteristics such as the perceived values or temper-

ament of an organisation.

2. Emotional aspects—such as feelings or attitudes—can

be used for benchmarking and may be seen as outputs

in certain circumstances. Factors that are important in

this regard include stakeholder trust in organisations,

as well as the level of respect and admiration that

stakeholders have for an organisation. This is often

explored in terms of what Fombrun et al. (2000) would

refer to as emotional appeal.

Integrating cognitive and emotional aspects alongside

earlier (in Sect. 3) discussed categorisations of CR out-

comes, drivers and moderators, results in the novel repu-

tation framework displayed in Fig. 2. A key factor

differentiating reputation from outcomes of reputation in

that framework is that the focus of perceptions and feelings

with regard to reputation is always the organisation, i.e.

how much the organisation is trusted, admired or respected,

or the extent to which it is believed to have certain char-

acteristics, i.e. how modern, traditional or innovative it is.

Outcomes of CR, on the other hand, relate to stakeholder

behaviours, which can be directed towards the organisation

or can be directed elsewhere: one of the key messages of

this article is that in considering organisational purpose

more broadly, consequences may also include behaviours,

intentions and end-states, such as prosocial behaviours and
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the wellbeing of stakeholders, that go beyond more

instrumental and organisation-focused behaviours.

As can be seen in Fig. 2, the framework can be explored

from an organisation-oriented perspective (in terms of

strategic actions, intangible assets and KPIs) as well as

from a stakeholder-oriented perspective (in terms of

experiences/observations, feelings/beliefs and intentions/

behaviours). It is important to note that the authors expect

the organisation and stakeholder perspectives to reflect one

another as they are two sides of the same coin, concepts

that can be seen as equivalent. If relationships flourish—

this allows strategic aims to be fulfiled. Causes of CR from

an organisation-oriented perspective would translate into

strategic actions, while causes of CR from a stakeholder-

oriented perspective represent experiences or observations

related in some way to these strategic actions. When con-

sidering CR, an organisation may consider it as ‘goodwill’

or as an ‘intangible asset’—which from a stakeholder-ori-

ented perspective corresponds to the trust, admiration and

esteem in which stakeholders holds an organisation.

Finally, in terms of strategic outcomes, an organisation

may consider KPIs such as the extent of sustainable con-

sumption, employee engagement or community wellbeing

(Money et al. 2009), while for stakeholders, this would

translate into behaviours or end-states for each individual

stakeholder.

It should also be noted that there is a feedback loop

linking outcomes of CR back to causes of CR. In this way,

scholars and practitioners are invited to learn from research

and current behaviours and use these as inputs to guide

future actions. A feedback loop also allows for the calcu-

lation of return on investment for certain strategic actions:

the cost of a strategic action can be calculated in terms of

the benefit of the behaviour it creates. For prosocial

behaviours, such as sustainable consumption, it may be

possible to link campaigns to litres of water saved, or the

amount of waste not going to landfill (Holt and Littlewood

2015). For government-related campaigns, it may be pos-

sible to link strategic actions to extended life expectancy,

increased health within society and possibly even lives

saved—while at the same time exploring the cost and

impact of the strategic actions involved. The framework

also supports researchers aiming to utilise controlled

experiments that could create different experiences for

stakeholders and, as such, measure the impact of these

actions on outcomes.

Direct Links Between Causes and Consequences

of CR: The Role of Corporate Communications

A number of researchers in CR, as well as wider man-

agement areas, suggest to directly link what are labelled

causes and consequences in the above framework without

CR as a mediating variable (Money et al. 2009). The

benefit of such approaches is to provide insights that

directly link strategic action to observable outcome,

Fig. 2 Novel reputation framework
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without the need to include all explanatory variables. In

particular, the exploration of direct impacts may be of use

to those exploring the impact of corporate communications

in relation to encouraging behavioural outcomes in stake-

holders (Saraeva 2017). While corporate communications

can be seen as a subset of the relational experiences that

may drive CR and its associated consequences in stake-

holder perception, it is worth noting that corporate com-

munication (other than other aspects of stakeholder

experiences) are under the control of organisations and

may therefore form the foundation of campaigns aimed at

bringing about positive behaviour change for social or

other good. As such, the framework could be used to

explore the impact of messages sent by the organisation

and other stakeholders and the impact that these messages

have on outcomes directly.

In these circumstances, the organisation would be seen

to be operating as a messenger—and as such the impact of

its message on stakeholder behaviour may or may not be

mediated or moderated by CR and other factors. For

example, an organisation sending a message to stakehold-

ers in regards to consuming products more sustainably

would presumably have a bigger positive impact on

stakeholder behaviour if it had a positive and trusted rep-

utation in relation to sustainability issues (than if it were

seen to have a reputation for greenwash). The exploration

of message–messenger interaction is explored in depth by

Saraeva (2017) and the authors warmly welcome studies

that seek to more deeply unpack the role of corporate

communications and third-party influence and explore the

reputation of messengers (be they corporate or third party)

as mediators or possibly moderators.

A Note for the Future

In terms of a future outlook on proposed CR research, the

authors believe that the concepts and categorisations pro-

vided in Fig. 2 will allow us to achieve a number of future

ambitions and allow researchers to follow new paths in CR

studies, three of which are briefly summarised below.

First, in exploring the outcomes and consequences of

CR, the framework integrates different perspectives to

explore aspects of organisational purpose. As such, the

framework can be utilised to research and manage issues

that may by some be perceived as paradoxes: such as short-

vs long-term interests; internal vs external change pro-

cesses, company-oriented vs stakeholder-oriented approa-

ches and organisation vs societal benefits. For such studies,

the authors suggest to determine specific KPIs that can be

measured simply, in terms of stakeholder behaviour,

intention or end-states, and can be traced back to strategic

action and stakeholder experiences and observations

thereof. Importantly, we suggest that the study and man-

agement of reputation can have positive impacts on

organisations and stakeholders beyond the corporate sector.

In particular, we believe that the management, measure-

ment and evaluation of reputation and communications

offer great benefit to government departments and the

NGO sector as they often seek to improve stakeholder

wellbeing and prosocial behaviour. For this reason, we

have endeavoured to ensure that the framework we present

in this paper can continue to inform and enhance govern-

ment communications evaluation frameworks that also

seek to causally link outputs such as organisational com-

munication with outcomes such as stakeholder support

(Government Communication Service 2016)

Second, in exploring causes or drivers of CR, the

framework leverages advances in psychology, which will

be of particular use and interest to the relational/percep-

tion-based approach to CR: while human nature may be

causing many of the problems that the world is currently

facing, leveraging a deeper understanding of human

motivation can potentially provide solutions in that regard

(as exemplified earlier in the Unilever example). As such

the framework proposes ways to humanise and influence

between stakeholders as a way to build bridges between

people as well as between people and business, (Money

et al. 2016). The framework also proposes ways to better

balance ambitions of business and society and for both to

be embedded and measured in stakeholder experience: i.e.

rather than just stopping certain behaviours the framework

can be used to support starting alternative behaviours and

as such can allow business to become more of a force for

good.

Third, in terms of research context and research pro-

cess, the framework allows us to integrate contextual

developments, such as a rise in identity politics and the

rise and fall of diversity of opinion (i.e. while people tend

to talk to more people facilitated through electronic tools,

the diversity of opinion often appears smaller). It

acknowledges the growing power of stakeholders through

social media, and implies a need for more transparency,

more honest communication and more connections

between corporations and the recipients of CRs (Walsh

et al. 2016a, b). Importantly, the framework conceptu-

alises reputation management as a process that has a

feedback loop, which allows organisations to be both

values and stakeholder led in their purpose; and to rethink

the purpose of business from a societal perspective

(Waddock 2000), i.e. in terms of setting, co-creating and

meeting expectations; and in terms of understanding

stakeholders as individuals, citizens or people with a

wider purpose than functional roles such as consumers,

employees or citizens.
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