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Summary 
 
When companies suffer reputation damage, it is often due to their own faults. Some of the 
various reasons may be the acceptance of quality lacks in products or inhuman labour 
conditions in order to achieve price leadership. Unfortunately, this kind of corporate failure 
decreases stakeholders' confidence in the ethical behaviour of companies in general – 
including the ones that are unblamable. 
However, there are companies, which did not at all cause their discredit themselves. 
Reputation crises can take many forms and can easily result in dilemmas. They can be caused 
by political boycott, negative publicity or the connection of the company's name to an 
unpopular person or entity, which causes a loss of the firm's reputational standing. These 
unforeseen and unjustified damages occur suddenly and accidentally. However such a crisis 
affect a firm, it has to struggle to overcome it. Researching reputation crises management and 
marketing activities may therefore support those "innocent" companies in restoring their 
reputation and with it their credibility.  
 
In order to contribute to this objective, three extreme cases of reputation crises were 
subordinated to the question: "How can apparently unblamable companies restore their 
reputation after accidental damages?"  
The ambition was to create a theoretical model on the role of reputation management in a 
company and – if possible – to compile useful advice for firms which may encounter 
undeserved reputation crises in the future. 
Furthermore, the theoretical suggestions for managing reputation crises were matched with the 
researched practical approaches in order to determine the degree of their congruence. Roughly, 
on can say that theory on handling crises is rather well developed while a lack of literature 
exists on the restoration of reputation after non-self inflicted damages. 
 
As a basis for the empirical research process, a theoretical framework was compiled from 
existing literature on corporate reputation. It turned out that the topic is very current throughout 
different scientific fields. First of all, this caused the need to find an unambiguous working 
definition. In the following, however, this academic diversity offered a very multi-faceted 
picture of the construct. From this, a solid foundation could be constituted for the following 
data collection. 
 
Due to the delimitation to investigate three unique cases, a deductive research approach was 
the basis for this process. For the preparation of the case studies, qualitative empirical data was 
collected by semi-structured phone interviews. This allowed a thorough understanding of the 
particular situations and actions taken by the firms. 
Since this method only offers a limited opportunity to draw generalisations from, the outcomes 
may be only a section of the whole way to a sufficient guideline on how to restore corporate 
reputation. 
 
Finally, the researched cases turned out to be very interesting and at the same time, very 
regrettable. In conclusion, each situation was very unique which made it even more interesting 
how the organizations managed their challenges in restoring their reputation. However, 
unexpectedly many parallels surfaced from the explanatory study. This offers rich implications 
for further investigations and at the same time very promising future findings. 
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"Good name in man and woman, dear My Lord, 
Is the immediate jewel of their souls; 

He that steals my purse steals trash […], 
But he that filches from me my good name 

Robs me of that which not enriches him, 
And makes me poor indeed." 1

Iago 

Introduction 
This short introductory chapter presents the concept 'corporate reputation' and its current 
practical importance. It highlights the ambitions of this research paper as well as its 
delimitations. 
 

1.1 Background of the Study  
Reputation is a concept that accompanies everyday life – children have a reputation as nice 
playfellows or little roughnecks, Harvard University has a reputation for excellence in 
education, countries have international reputations with regard to corruption 2  and some 
politicians have a hard time overcoming their bad reputation. 
 
In every encounter, reputation signals a general opinion about a person or a subject. Therefore, 
one does good to care about a positive reputation. A survey of the top 250 UK companies in 
2000 revealed that damage to reputation was the biggest business risk managers faced3. This is 
not very suprising since a favorable reputation has besides other things been argued to be one of 
the best ways for a company to attract and retain good employees4, charge premium prices5 and 
to manage crises6. In times of increasing competition, what the public perceives is prominent. 
The focus shifted from what a company does to how it does its business7. 
By generating a positive reputation, a company can, moreover, gain competitive advantage8, 
because from the customer perspective, a good reputation reduces the perceived risk of buying 
a company’s products and services.9
 
Reputation is something that has to be earned, but cannot be bought. Henry Ford already 
worried: "You can't build a reputation on what you are going to do."10 Reputation is the result 
of a company's former actions11, but at the same time, it has an expectational quality12.  
 
It becomes apparent that this concept is not easily fathomable. This makes it even worse that it 
takes a long time to build a reputation, but merely one accident to impair it13.  
 
For the latter, there are plenty of examples. Quite frequently, companies suffer from a damage 
of reputation as a consequence to their own decisions – Nestlé's powder milk scandal in the 

 
1 Shakespeare, W. (1622) Othello, p. 129 
2 Jeurissen, R., van Luijk, H. (1998) The Ethical Reputations of Managers in Nine EU-countries, p. 996 
3 Smith, W. (2003) Give yourself a good name, p. 28 
4 compare findings of Gatewood, R., Gowan, M., Lautenschlager, G. (1993) Corporate image, recruitment image and initial job 

choice decisions, p. 414–427 
5 Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 6 
6 Cf. Money, K., Gardiner, L. (2005) Reputation management: ignore at your own peril, p. 46 
7 Money, K., Gardiner, L. (2005) Reputation management: ignore at your own peril, p. 43 
8 Roberts, P., Dowling, G. (2002) Corporate reputation and sustained superior financial performance, p. 1077 
9 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performances, p. 23 
10 Ford, H. (2005) Quotations of Henry Ford, p. 21 
11 Compare Dowling, G. (2006) Reputation risk: it is the board’s ultimate responsibility, p. 62 
12 Lewellyn, P. (2002) Corporate Reputation: Focusing the Zeitgeist, p. 447 
13 Schwartz, P. (2000) When good companies do bad things, p. 4 
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1980s, Nike's questionable labour conditions in Indonesia 14 , or British Airways spending 
millions on redesigning its aircrafts while bargaining with employees15. These examples have 
been circulating ever since their occurrence and will yet continue to be examples of unethical, 
irresponsible business procedures. 
 
Assuming the next scandal involves an innocent corporation which acted in best faith – how 
would anyone be able to distinguish it from those examples? What Henry Kissinger once 
stated also counts for companies: "Ninety percent of the politicians give the other ten percent a 
bad reputation."16

In times of shady reputations, the publishing of false disclaims or the issuing of misleading 
statements to gain and retain customers, it is hard to estimate which company is upright. Can 
organisations rely on their hitherto credibility to maintain their good reputation if they are 
accidentally involved in a precarious incident? If not, which other concepts can they draw on to 
reduce the detriment? 
 

1.2 Research Question 
This study analyses how three organisations invested in their reputations although the reason 
for their discredit was beyond their power. These case studies of those companies, which 
undeservedly suffered from reputation damage, shall investigate how they attempted to repair 
the damage to their most valuable intangible asset and whether they managed to overcome 
these situations. 
 

How can apparently unblamable companies  
restore their reputation after accidental damages? 

 

The focus lies on the accidents that occurred to the companies Arla Foods amba, Alfred 
Kärcher GmbH & Co. KG and Sydkraft AB. This study centres how different parties involved 
perceived the companies' emergency situations.  
 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 
The aim of the study is to seize theories on corporate reputation and to contribute to the same 
by the in-depth study of extreme cases. A model of the concept of corporate reputation will 
generate a contribution to the theoretical concept.  
At the same time, emphasis will be placed on actual corporate reactions to reputational crises in 
practice. Attention will be paid to whether theory verifies the approaches of Arla Foods, 
Kärcher and Sydkraft. If it does not, the focus will be on how practice complements currents 
theoretical suggestions. 
Although case studies in general do not return appropriate data for generalisation, the analysis 
of former accidents can – in the optimal case – produce a rough guideline for companies on 
how to react to non-self inflicted reputation crises. 
 
I clearly want to dissociate this research paper from providing a guideline for companies who 
well-knowingly engage in actions that lead to a drop in their popularity. It may be assumed that 
ethical disputes comprised predictable consequences in cases as the Nestlé milk powder scandal 
in Africa17. 

 
14 Galpin, R. (2002) Spotlight on Indonesian 'sweat shops', online reference 
15 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 10 
16 Henry Kissinger, quoted in e.g. Shaw, C. M., Holstein M. E. (1999) The Campaign Manager: Running and Winning Local 

Elections, p. 129
17 Morley, M. (2002) How to manage your global reputation:  a guide to the dynamics of international public relations, p. 102 
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1.4 Delimitations of the Study 
This study consists of three explanatory case studies that are designed to give an insight on the 
practical handling of reputational crises. Since this research paper is limited temporary and 
pecuniary, an extract of the manifold theoretical foundations on reputation is to suffice for the 
empirical research. Considering further facets of the topic would certainly enrich the 
interdisciplinary understanding, but possibly divert the investigation from its clear focus. 
Nevertheless, the accounted theories serve as a robust basis, allowing thorough investing and 
understanding of the companies' procedure during the recovery from non-self inflicted 
reputational damage. 
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A philosopher once said: 'It is necessary for the very 
existence of science that the same conditions always  

produce the same results'.Well, they do not. You set up the 
circumstances, with the same conditions every time, and you 

cannot predict behind which hole you will see the electron.  
Richard Feynman 

 
 

2 Theoretical Methodology 
This chapter informs the reader about the researcher's view and how it determines or 
influences the mode of the theoretical investigation. 
 

2.1 Choice of Subject 
Attending lectures or skimming literature – business students are bound to repeatedly come 
across cases like Nike's labour scandal in Asia, the unethical Nestlé milk powder distribution in 
Africa during the 1980s or the Shell Brent Spar issue. These are rather tragic examples of 
companies with impaired reputations. Such examples aggravate the estimation of an 
organisation's credibility for stakeholders. 
Additionally, the majority of large corporations have access to sufficient resources to cover up 
almost any incident with a negative impact, whether self-inflicted or not. The more unfair it 
seems that companies innocently involved in reputation damaging occurrences cannot keep up. 
Some cannot dispose over the same amplitude of means to rectify the views on their 
organisation which is necessary to return to pre-incident revenues. 
The intent of this research is to provide possible advice to apparently unblamable organisations 
in order to contribute to honest and ethical efforts in overcoming reputation damage. This 
objective offered a personal motivation for me. 
 

2.2 Preconceptions 
This Master Thesis completes my participation in the USBE Master Program in Marketing. 
Many of the attended courses within this subject centred how companies can influence the 
public opinion and how its characteristics affect stakeholders. In connection with how these 
opportunities can be used by unblamable organisations in cases of emergency, this topic 
became even more interesting to me. 
Nevertheless, the marketing perspective might probably bring about some ignorance for other 
subjects to which reputation crises could be sapid. Financial figures in this paper, for example, 
give the reader an idea of the range of the impacts but they are not further processed or 
interpreted. From a financial point of view, they might contain far more information and hints 
on connections between the circumstances of the companies. 
  
Due to my second specialisation and practical experience in the field of personnel management, 
the according knowledge will equally tinge this study. This influence can be considered an 
advantage, because it allows research findings beyond the mere consumer perspective. It might 
improve the understanding of personnel interrelations in the case studies. 
The choice of "innocent" companies however, results from a certain personal sense for justice 
and an equally strong dislike of unethical business tactics. This prevented me from considering 
more general cases of reputation emergencies, as e.g. the negative examples above. This, on the 
one hand restricts the width of the scientific view, but increases the focus on the small 
population of unblamable companies, on the other hand. 
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Reputation in general is academically a new topic for the author. Therefore, no preconceptions 
existed of the theories that were drawn on. Neither were the investigated companies particularly 
distinguished in the mind of the author. The three organisations were known to me, but merely 
as suppliers of day to day consumer products or services, not as unethical or firm's of bad 
reputation. 
Aware of these factors, care was taken to not let this potential influence prevail over the 
empirical findings. 
 

2.3 Theoretical Position 
The premise for all research work and every epistemological assumption of a researcher is 
based on a certain vision of being. One has to commit to one certain ontological position, the 
positivist, interpretivist or constructivist. Supporters of the positivist view argue that reality 
exists in itself, which means that object (reality) and subject (researcher) are independent from 
each other. The constructivist paradigm objects this independence. Constructivists deny the 
attainability of the object's essence, radical constructivists even deny its existence.18

Finally, interpretivists consider reality to be "unknowable, because it is impossible to reach 
directly".19 This makes it impossible for researchers to find non-ambiguous causal relationships, 
because "all entities are in a state of mutual simultaneous shaping, so that it is impossible to 
distinguish causes and effects."20 This causes prediction and control of the studied outcomes to 
be unlikely.21  
Therefore, interpretivist researchers aim is to generate knowledge by understanding how actors 
in the social world construct the meaning they give to reality.22 From the interpretivist point of 
view, "there are multiple constructed realities that can be studied only holistically."23  
The theoretical ascertainment of interpretivism might be appear discouraging at first, but they in 
fact encourage the use of case studies. By their use, Lincoln and Guba argue, a certain level of 
understanding can be achieved24. My opinion is that a certain level "Verstehen" supports the 
cogitation in the case of a crisis and does contribute to finding the most appropriate solution.  
In that regard, Bryman et al. promote the interpretivist view for case studies as well. They 
define interpretivism as “[stressing] the understanding of the social world through an 
examination of the interpretation of that world by its participants.”25  
 
Hence, this paper subscribes to the interpretivist view. I recognize and accept that the 
knowledge produced this way will be subjective and contextual but the uniqueness of the 
selected cases would otherwise not yield useful outcomes. 
 

2.4 Research Approach 
A researcher's epistemological position will affect the choices that are to be made on how to 
conduct the research26. 
Using quantitative methodologies, researchers seek to describe the general characteristics of a 
population, ignoring details of each peculiar element studied27. Qualitative methodologies, on 

 
18 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 13 ff. 
19 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 16 
20 Lincoln and Guba, quoted in Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 22 
21 Cf. Lincoln and Guba, quoted in Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 17 
22 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 19 
23 Lincoln and Guba cited in: Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 17 
24 Lincoln and Guba cited in: Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 17 
25 Bryman, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, p. 280f 
26 Cf. Charreire, S., Durieux, F. (2001) Exploring and testing, p. 51 
27 Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 84 
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the other hand, seek to explain the particular28. They search beyond mere snap shots of events, 
people or behaviors29 and provide conclusions, which account for the distinctive characteristics 
of the single case. Qualitative methods allow the researcher to study issues in depth and to 
produce large amounts of detailed data on a small number of individuals.30

Perret et al. state "interpretivist researchers will be drawn towards contextualized research to 
analyse the daily functioning of an organisation"31 which will be investigated in the current 
research. 
Yin adds that the goal of qualitative research is to expand and generalize theories, not to 
establish the frequency with which a phenomenon is likely to occur in a population. 32  
Therefore, inferences will be made to the theory from the gathered empirical data. This method 
systematically leads to a comparison of theoretical and practical approaches to reputation crises. 
 
The tendency to use qualitative research was encouraged by Dowling. He maintains that it is 
factually the best method for uncovering the characteristics people use to describe their image 
and reputation.33 This leads to the choice of a qualitative approach. 
 

2.5 Epistemology 
Inherent in the proceeding dichotomy is the view that quantitative enquiry generally adopts a 
deductive process, while qualitative enquiry adopts an inductive process. While this distinction 
is true in general, it does not apply to this case. Hyde argues that this traditional connection 
"does not fully nor accurately describe the processes adopted by quantitative and qualitative 
researchers in practice."34  
Support can be found from Patton who argues that the qualitative researcher can adopt both 
inductive and deductive processes, depending on the stage of research.35

This paper's approach can be considered predominantly subject to deduction, referred to as "the 
logical form of intellectual operation […]: the single case in question is subordinated to an 
already known rule."36

Furthermore, the delimitations of the study do not allow the development of new theories. The 
deductive objective of adjusting the scope of existing theories appears more feasible for this 
study. 
 

2.6 Research Method 
Since the research field of corporate reputation has been subject to many studies that produced 
large amounts of theory, an explorative study seemed redundant for this topic. A descriptive 
multiple-case study, on the other hand, does not live up to the academic requirements of a 
Master Thesis. Hence, an exploratory multiple-case study is the appropriate approach to link 
theory and practice by the method off pattern-matching37.  
 
For case study research in general, Yin approves the deductive, rather than the inductive, 
approach.38 He reasons that research outcomes that confirm the propositions of a study enhance 

 
28 Patton, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 84 
29 Bonoma, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 83 
30 Patton, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 84 
31 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p 22 
32 Yin, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 84 
33 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 217 
34 Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 82 
35 Patton, M. Q. (1991), Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, 1991, p. 194 
36 Reichertz, J.: Abduction, Deduction and Induction in Qualitative Research, online reference 
37 Yin, R. K. (2002) Case Study Research: Design and Methods, p. 109 
38 Yin, R. K. quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 83 
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confidence in the validity of the concepts. Cases disconfirming the relationships, on the other 
hand, can provide an opportunity to refine the theory.39 To Yin, case study is the preferred 
research approach when "how" or "why" questions are being posed. 40  With the research 
question "How can apparently unblamable companies restore their reputation after accidental 
damages", this reasearch falls in the named category, since it aims to examine people's 
perspectives about a certain experience.41

 
Likewise, the lexical database of Princeton University supports the use of the case study design 
in the research of companies that suffer reputation damage and struggle to gain it back. 
Deducing from their definition, a case study is the "careful study of some social unit […] that 
attempts to determine what factors led to its success or failure".42 In the optimal case, some of 
these factors can be determined within this study. In that desirable case, a potential gudeiline 
can be created for companies that might suffer unjustified reputation damage in the future. 
Johnson maintains that case studies are also frequently used to gain an in-depth understanding 
of a process, event, or situation, respectively of individuals or organisations. 43  Likewise, 
descriptive or normative questions44 about how and why particular situations occur45 can be 
answered by using this approach.46

Thus, the case study is a logic of design to be preferred47 "when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident."48 This refers to the covert and assumably 
complex cause-effect relationships between reputational accidents and their impact on 
"innocent" organisations. 
 
A case study can consist of single or of multiple cases49. The use of two or more case studies 
enables some measure of generalization while, at the same time,  it allows to identify 
similarities and contrasts between cases. Daymon, however, suggests that the investigation of 
more than four cases is uncommon since this will diminish the benefits of the case study 
approach.50

 
This leads to the decision to use a explanatory multi-case study for the present research. 
Investigating the views of employees and stakeholders of three companies, who were directly 
involved in the reputation-critical incidents that will be presented, in an attempt to gain an in-
depth understanding how these companies overcame or surrendered to reputational accidents. 
 

2.7 Choice of Theories 
The implemented theories mainly cover little more than the basic position of reputation, its 
characteristics and its relationship to other concepts. In the vastness of literature, some works 
make seemingly superficial connections. Some even appear to use the topic as a platform to 
demonstrate their inter-disciplinary knowledge rather than to contribute to the substance of the 
topic.  
The theories used, however, are those that I estimated to be true, relevant and trustworthy. 
Since the starting point for the compilation of the theoretical framework were original theories 

 
39 Cf. Yin, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 85 
40 Yin, quoted in Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 83 
41 Johnson, G. (2002) Research Methods for Public Administrators, p. 51 
42 Case study, http://wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=case%20study, accessed April 16th, 2007, 18:17 
43 Johnson, G. (2002) Research Methods for Public Administrators, p .51
44 Johnson, G. (2002) Research Methods for Public Administrators, p .51 
45 Daymon, C. (2002) Qualitative Research Methods, p. 105 
46 Crano, W. D. (2002) Principles and Methods of Social Research, p. 8 
47 Hyde, K. (2000) Recognising deductive processes in qualitative research, p. 83 
48 Yin, R. K. (2002) Case Study Research: Design and Method, p. 4 
49 Johnson, G. (2002) Research Methods for Public Administrators, p. 51 
50 Daymon, C. (2002) Qualitative Research Methods, p. 109 
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on reputation by Bromley, Balmer, Dowling and Fombrun it was easier to determine potentially 
inappropriate theories for this research purpose. This, in particular, concerns works on crisis 
management, public relations and organisational image. 
Slight discordances between the named authors strengthen the assumption that the chosen 
theories are independent but nevertheless logical in content. 
Due to the amount of collected literature, it was possible to dismiss some theories that were not 
clearly linked to the current research's purpose. 
 
However, a few theories' aspects were included that apparently do not have a very connection to 
the purpose of the research. They were either chosen to complement the understanding of other 
theories which are directly linked to reputation crises or round off the theoretical framework. 
 

2.8 Secondary Data Evaluation 
The scientific foundations for the interviews were acquired by extensive literature research, 
which enabled me to access many definitions of reputation and to understand its relation to 
other concepts. Extraordinarily helpful were the online archives of Umeå University. The 
ALBUM Metasearch provided a powerful search tool. The databases EBSCO, Blackwell 
Synergy and Emerald Fulltext provided (with exceptions) the most valuable article and book 
references. 
Additionally, the ebrary platform offered a variety of online editions of beneficial books. 
 
Successively, search words as e.g. "reputation", "crisis management", or "sustainability" 
returned useful literature for exploring the subject in a wide range and were supporting the 
approach of the final research focus. The references of the most fruitful sources then led to 
further data and identified the most frequently contributing authors of this field of 
organisational research. 
 
The general topic of reputation proved to be of current interest since a broad variety of theories 
on the concept exists. The majority of considered literature was published after the year 2000. It 
is a concept gratefully drawn on in the fields crises management or corporate social 
responsibility. 
Being used in many business contexts, reputation proved to be a very diffuse construct. 
Innumerable scientific opinions circulate about its definition, the influence and the 
manageability. 
However, the most often referred to authors appear to be Bromley, Dowling, Fombrun, Shanley 
and Wartick. Their works and essays can be considered the fundament for reasonable research 
on corporate reputation. However, Wartick himself maintains that, currently "both definitions 
and data are found to be lacking, and [...] theory development related to corporate reputation 
has been insufficient."51

The amplitude of sources on the other hand, aggravates the distinction between thorough 
scientific works that aid this development and contributions from authors of other fields (e.g. 
sociology, psychology). 
Therefore, it was attempted to refer to the original sources of theories. If the according literature 
was not accessible, the original authors are mentioned in the references within the thesis. This 
allows the reader to comprehend which authors contributed the named data or connections. 
 
Since theoretical papers on the topic in general exist in affluence, works considering case 
studies other than the Exxon Valdez, the Shell Brent Spar or Nike's Asian labour forces are hard 

 
51 Wartick, S. (2002) Measuring Corporate Reputation: Definition and Data, p. 371 
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It is the theory that decides what we can observe.  

Albert Einstein 
 
 

3 Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework reviews essential and current literature on the concept of corporate 
reputation as well as its relation to other constructs. Successively, the definition, characteristics 
and importance of reputation are framed. In the following, its role in crises are reflected on. 
 

3.1 What is Corporate Reputation? 
Searching for a definition, Marconi consulted the Webster’s New World Dictionary. It defines 
reputation as "the regard, favourable or not, shown for a person or thing by the public, [...] such 
regard when favourable; [...]."52 This definition merely includes favourable reputations which 
does not include the entire spectrum. 
Specifically after accidents, companies sense the coherence that a good reputation can turn into 
a bad one. This can become apparent in a decrease in levels of revenue, popularity or 
credibility. Moreover, this can be the foremost reason why a damaged reputation needs to be 
restored. 
 
In order to compile an own working definition of corporate reputation, it is necessary to start 
from the scratch.  
An article in the Business Europe journal offers the most basic limitation for the expression: 
"[Corporate] Reputation is a valuable, and tangible asset."53 Bromley broadens this view and 
considers it "both a product (a tangible effect) and a process (in time)."54 In the amplitude of 
literature on corporate reputation, this does not stay uncontested. Coombs and Holladay, for 
example, advocate: "reputations are widely recognized as a valuable, intangible asset."55  
To Hall, reputation is included in intangible assets since it is more the idea of the resource than 
its physical form56. In fact, the majority of scientific opinions approve the view of an intangible 
asset. Their standpoint is therefore adapted in this paper, although the argument that reputation 
has clearly tangible effects is by any means supported.  
Cramer and Ruefli support this view as well and reason the intangibility by the reputation's 
characteristic of inertia57. This is probably due to the long time span it takes to establish a 
reputation. Once created, some researchers assume, a reputation is relatively stable, or intert. 
This can affect the recovery from a reputation damage in two different ways. First, that a 
formerly existent reputation decreases only slowly after e.g. negative publicity and second, that 
once lowered, reputation only slowly re-attains its previous level. Therefore, inertia is 
preferable in the first case, but has a devastating effect in the second. 
 
Fombrun refers to another encyclopaedia and discovers problems of a clearer definition of 
reputation. According to the American Heritage Dictionary, reputation is "the general 
estimation in which one is held by the public."58 Trying to adapt this definition to companies, 
Fombrun notices the difficulty to determine "the public" of a company and what is being 

 
52 Marconi, J. (2001) Reputation Marketing. Building and sustaining your organisations greatest asset, p. 2 
53 Reputations at stake (2000) In Business Europe, p. 2 
54 Cf. Bromley, D. (2001) Relationships between personal and corporate reputation, p. 320 
55 Coombs W. T., Holladay S. J. (2006) Unpacking the halo effect: reputation and crisis management, p. 123 
56 Cf. Mahon, J. F. (2002) Corporate Reputation: Research Agenda Using Strategy and Stakeholder Literature, p. 423 
57 Cramer, Ruefli, quoted in Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 7 
58 Fombrun, C. J., Rindova, V. (1996) Who's Top and Who Decides? The Social Construction of Corporate Reputations, p. 5 
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"estimated".59 In the first case, companies can refer to their stakeholders – suppliers, employees, 
media, NGO's, etc. Detecting which stakeholder group is the most important, however, is a 
more demanding task. Chun60, Schultz and Werner clarify that employees and customers can be 
considered the major stakeholders61.  
Since it is partially the employees of a company, who determine its public perception, one must 
also be aware that they are stakeholders with an own perception. This dual role can contribute 
to or subtract from a firm's reputational standing, not the least in emergency situations. 
 
Gotsi and Wilson thoroughly analysed the hitherto prevalent descriptions of corporate 
reputation and summarized the common elements among different definitions. Their general 
critique to former definitions is that Mason, Barich and Kotler (besides others) consider a group 
of individuals as a whole who determines a reputation. They insist that the authors fail to 
acknowledge the fact that different stakeholders may hold different images of the same 
company, resulting in multiple corporate images.62

While this is generally plausible, it is agreed that one can agglomerate the perceptions of 
determined individuals in clusters. Therefore, the perception within this paper borrows from 
authors who consider perceptions of certain stakeholder groups as collective consent. 
 
In order to determine the mentioned stakeholder groups, Fombrun narrows the circle of the 
latter. Instead of referring to stakeholders in general, he claims that corporate reputations are 
aggregate perceptions of outsiders about the salient characteristics of firms63. 
Brønn, on the other hand, focuses on internal stakeholders and considers that members of the 
organisation (including employees) are also the recipients of its messages64. Therefore, it is 
necessary to include them in the multiple groups of stakeholders that create reputations. 
Still, there is such a variety of views, that in fact, both of the latter assumptions can be linked. 
Bromley determines reputation a distribution of opinions about a person or other entity, in a 
stakeholder or interest group.65 It may be inferred that in each stakeholder group, depending on 
how narrowly defined, one certain opinion peaks. 
The diversity in the manifold different views of an organisation becomes noteworthy when 
there is a need to distinguish different groups by their opinion. This might be the case when 
different user groups need to be identified or product adaptions shall be made to serve a certain 
segment better in the future. It can also be of importance when a company is the target of 
negative publicity. A firm would sensibly target those opinion groups first with countervailing 
information, which impact their reputation most. Additionally, groups which consider the 
unfavourable information credible and therefore desert the brand need to be approached 
instantly. 
 
As a final contribution to find an own working definition for corporate reputation, a look is 
taken at an agglomerated definition. Booth attempted to summarize key elements from several 
assessments of corporate reputation. He defines four; first, the good name or reputation of an 
organisation is not something owned by the latter. This implies that a range of different states 
exists between a good and a bad reputation. Second, reputation is an impression or a common 
estimation. Third, reputation is created by a general opinion or collective consent. Finally, the 
definition refers to the organisation as a whole.66

 
59 Fombrun, C. J., Rindova, V. (1996) Who's Top and Who Decides? The Social Construction of Corporate Reputations, p. 5 
60 Chun, R. (2006) Innovation and Reputation: An Ethical Character Perspective, p. 93 
61 Schulz, H., Werner, A. (2005) Reputation Management, online reference, p. 2 
62 Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, pp. 28f 
63 Schultz, M., Hatch, M., Larsen, M. (2000) The expressive organisation:  linking identity, reputation, and the corporate 

brand, pp. 78f 
64 Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 2 
65 Bromley, D. B. (2001) Relationships between personal and corporate reputation, p. 317 
66 Cf. Booth, S.: (2000) How can organisations prepare for reputational crises? p. 197 
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Taking all the latter into consideration, the working definition in this paper will rest on the 
following: 

A good corporate reputation is a valuable, intangible asset of a 
company, built over time. Various stakeholder groups – external 
or internal – can collectively form different reputations – 
favourable or unfavourable – of an organization. The bases for 
these perceptions are the organization's image and the 
communication about it. The purpose of reputation is to conclude 
a company's future behaviour from its past actions. 

 
These named characteristics will be taken into account in the empirical study by asking: How 
do the different organisations value reputation? How can it (suddenly) change over time? How 
are internal members and external perceivers treated in the shaping of a reputation? and Which 
role do image and communication play in its maintenance? 
 

3.2 Related Concepts to Corporate Reputation 
Not all differences in definition are due to different researchers' views. A considerable amount 
is inherent in the constructs reputation is built on. It is a composite concept67, affected by 
multiple influences including corporate identity, image68 and credibility. 
 
The drawing on different concepts' influences seems sheer unlimited. Dowling, for example, 
considers that corporate reputation consists of attributed values evoked from the person’s 
corporate image, such as authenticity, honesty, responsibility, and integrity69. Booth, on the 
other hand, extends the constituent attributes to five: legitimacy, reliability, credibility, 
confidence and trust70. Without any doubt are these underlying modules of corporate reputation. 
Nevertheless, the particular attention is on concepts that directly precede reputation. 
 

Corporate Identity 

Closely related to reputation, is the concept of corporate identity. Most generally, it refers to 
"all the forms of expression that a company uses to offer insight into its nature"71. This implies 
an inside-out perspective. The "inside"-component is covered by Lewellyn: "Identity emanates 
from the shared understanding of the internal stakeholders of an organisation regarding what 
the organisation stands for. Identity therefore, is intrafirm – a message communicated within a 
firm."72

For those internal stakeholders, corporate identity may be conceptualised as their perception of 
their organisation's central and distinctive attributes73. Brady pins one distinctive attribute down 
as the culture of an organisation. Referring to Albert and Whetten, he determines corporate 
identity as “that which is central, enduring, and distinctive about an organisation’s culture”.74 

 
67 Balmer, quoted in Scott, S. V., Walsham, G. (2005) Reconceptualizing and Managing Reputation Risk in the Knowledge 

Economy: Toward Reputable Action, p. 311 
68 Scott, S. V., Walsham, G. (2005) Reconceptualizing and Managing Reputation Risk in the Knowledge Economy: Toward 

Reputable Action, p. 309 
69 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 19 
70 Booth, S. (2000) How can organisations prepare for reputational crises? p.  198 
71 Hooghiemstra, R. (2000) Corporate Communication and Impression Management – New Perspectives Why Companies 

Engage in Corporate Social Reporting, p. 56 
72 Lewellyn, P. (2002) Corporate Reputation: Focusing the Zeitgeist, p. 448 
73 Cf. Dutton, Dukerich, Harquail quoted in Elsbach, K. D., Kramer, R. M. (1996)  Members' responses to organisational 

identity threats: encountering the Business Week rankings, p. 442 
74 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, p. 7 
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Alsop strongly advocates that if companies try to maximise their reputations, they must make 
reputation management a fundamental part of the corporate culture and value system75. 
Thus, if the corporate image relates to reputation, it is the initial point to change an 
organisation's reputation. The culture within the firm will determine how external impacts are 
handled, including crisis situations. An insufficiently constructive culture could e.g. prevent the 
company from taking the right steps or to react on time. 
 
As the isolation of organisational concepts identity, image and reputation is sometimes vague, 
other researchers broaden the view and stress the "out"-component of the inside-out 
perspective. Van Riel's definition of corporate identity considers both the internal as well as the 
external self-presentation and behaviour of the company76. 
Others focus exclusively on the external effects. Brønn states that corporate identity is the idea 
of the organisation and how it is represented to different audiences, primarily to external 
stakeholders77.  
The distinction between the internal and external focus determines how an organisation should 
communicate and where the focus lies when striving for changes in its reputation. Since both 
sides are stressed by theory, it is possible that internal and external communication are as 
important. In combination with the theories of Fombrun, Smith or Hatch, Schultz, Larsen, who 
discuss the standing of the employees, internal communication might win more recognition 
when it comes to reputational crisis. In a second instance, however, corporate communication 
has to be directed towards the concerned external stakeholder groups. 
 
The therefore used external communication means are basic components of an organisation's 
identity. They can be condensed to four categories: name, logo/symbol, typeface, and colour 
scheme78. All these visual elements79 are used by an organisation to identify itself to people80.  
The primary roles are to trigger people's recognition of the organisation, and activate an already 
stored image81. Varey, however, stresses that corporate identity is "not merely a logo. It is about 
what the organisation is, its personality; the sum total of its expertise, history, philosophy, 
culture, strategy, and structure."82

A company must therefore be aware whether these characteristics show. Can they convince the 
public of their expertise? Can they take the customers with them, when they tell their history? 
In the incident of a reputation damage, the previously stored image of the organisation will be 
reactivated in the public memory and the effect of negative information in crisis situations will 
depend on the latter. 
 
In Figure 1, Balmer graphs the position of corporate identity in relation to other corporate 
concepts. It is clearly visible that it shares its identity with corporate reputation and 
organisational identity. Respectively, Balmer reveals that corporate marketing became an all-
embracing discipline to the presented concepts. Therefore, a company's identity is subdue 
reputation management as well as marketing. 
 
 

 
75 Alsop, J. R. (2004) Corporate reputation: Anything but superficial – the deep but fragile nature of corporate reputation, p. 

23 
76 Cf. van Riel, quoted in Hooghiemstra, R. (2000) Corporate Communication and Impression Management – New Perspectives 

Why Companies Engage in Corporate Social Reporting, p. 57 
77 Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 2 
78 Cf. Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 166f 
79 Cf. Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 166f 
80 Cf. Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 19 
81 Brønn, P.: (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 3 
82 Varey, R. (2001) Marketing communication: principles and practice,  p. 195 



15
 

 

               

Figure 1: The relation of corporate identity to other relevant concepts 83

 

Corporate Image 

Clearly, the three concepts of identity, image, and reputation are interrelated84. Just as identity 
can influence reputation in either way, image can help to bolster identity or it can damage it. 
Brady explains that especially image and reputation are closely linked: "Both refer to what 
appears to be there, rather than what is actually there. The difference being that images are 
determined by the individual, reputation refers to holistic, generally held beliefs."85  
Dowling defines these beliefs as personal and individual and additionally includes people's 
feelings and impressions about an object. Image, according to him is "the set of meanings by 
which an object is known and through which people describe, remember and relate to it."86

The named construct of corporate image is formed by the two constituents cognitive believe 
(logical component) and feeling (emotional component). Both are usually experienced 
simultaneously in a person’s mind and together they form an overall corporate image. In crises 
situations, the emotional component can be assumed to have a greater impact on the reputation 
stakeholders hold of an organisation. Its role to energize the individual to respond to the 
company, e.g. to motivate a customer to buy its product. 
If some beliefs and feelings about a company (i.e. its image) fit an individual’s values about the 
appropriate corporate behaviour, then the individual will form a good reputation of that 
company. This applies to both internal stakeholders (e.g. employees) and external stakeholders  
(e.g. customers). In inference, a good corporate reputation represents a tight ‘fit’ between the 
image of the company and the individual’s freestanding value system. 87  However, some 
companies fail to make the explicit linkage between image and personal values. In this case, the 
attributed characteristics of e.g. authenticity are unlikely to be linked to the organisation. 
This is disadvantageous since operationally, the route to a good reputation is through designing 
a desired image (set of beliefs and feelings) and then linking it to one or more values important 
to stakeholder groups. While individual values cannot be changed, their perceptions can and 
with it the emotional attachment people have to an organisation.88 Such an emotional bond can 
save the stakeholders' contact to a company which is invaluable in crisis situations. 
 
The discussed held beliefs are due to the projection of a corporate identity89, and therefore "the 

                                                 
83 Balmer, J. (2001) Corporate identity, corporate branding and corporate marketing. Seeing through the fog, p. 260 
84 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 20 
85 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, pp. 6f 
86 Dowling, quoted in Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 5 
87 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 20 f. 
88 Cf. Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 22 f. 
89 Birkigt and Stadler, quoted in Hooghiemstra, R. (2000) Corporate Communication and Impression Management – New 

Perspectives Why Companies Engage in Corporate Social Reporting, p. 59 
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picture people have of a company."90 Thus, image is a construction of public impressions, an 
impression created to appeal to an audience. This implies that image is intentionally 
manipulable91 by insiders for the perception of outsiders92 - this in turn, supports the inside-out 
perspective mentioned in connection with a company's identity. 
This is the foundation for advertising mechanisms to work. If the target group could not be 
appealed by a certain favourable characteristic of a brand or a product, no means would be able 
to achieve this. 

 
However, the mentioned outsiders are manifold and image, according to some researchers, is 
described as being in the eye of the beholder93. Hence, if different stakeholders have different 
images of the same company, they result in multiple corporate images94. 
Therefore, a firm should seek to cluster their stakeholders by their perception of the company. 
If the clusters are large enough, a decision must be made to which stakeholder groups the 
company needs to communicate the first in the case of a crisis and especially without 
contradicting itself. It might otherwise risk its credibility. 
 
Dowling attributes another very direct connection of the above-described image to reputation 
(Figure 2). Rendering different levels of a stakeholder's perception of a company, the 
interrelation becomes clear. From the figure, one can derive that recognition is the basis for a 
corporate image. Very interestingly, it might be more favourable to have a reputation at all, 
even if it is not immaculate. 
 

                             

Figure 2: The image-reputation pyramid 95

 
In the case of an accident to a firm's reputation, the organisation is probably past the stages of 
recall and familiarity in Figure 2, since the medial interest will distribute sufficient information 
about the company to the public. In order to re-establish its former reputation, a company might 
however have to restart from the image stage. Overcoming the inclination and trial stages is 
probably the hardest achievement imminent. 
Other researchers agree to the high importance of the corporate image. Some argue that 
monitoring its aspects can predict the future reputation96, because stakeholders perceive and 
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91 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 24 
92 Bernstein, quoted in Hatch, M. J. et al. (1997) Relations between organisational culture, identity and image, p. 359 
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interpret the firm's actions in order to form corporate reputation97. The firm's actions in turn, are 
highly responsible for its credibility. 
 

Credibility 

Likewise critical to the concept of reputation is credibility: the believability of an entity's 
intentions at a particular moment in time or the trustworthiness of the source actually carrying 
out its intentions. That is, credibility is whether a company can be relied to do what it 
communicated. Credibility exists when one can confidently use past actions to predict future 
behaviour.98

This implies that credibility, as well as reputation, are dynamic concepts; both can change over 
time and equally depend on it. Reputation management can support directing those dynamic 
changes in a favourable direction. 
In fact, for achieving credibility, developing a reputation is a necessary precondition. Once 
harmed, it is expensive "to regain credibility, [because a firm] must again pay the high costs of 
reputation building." 99

This hints on the first difficulty in restoring corporate reputation – whether the cause was self-
inflicted or not, the resources needed for restoration have to be raised by either affected entity.  
 

3.3 The Importance of Corporate Reputation 
During the recent years, companies refrained from relying merely on their tangible assets. They 
were rather forced to consider further unique selling propositions, namely intangible assets as 
e.g. knowledge, brand visibility or their very reputation. This exceeds the former focus on 
offering products or services. In turn, reputation increasingly grew as a predictor for and 
influence on the firm's value. Probably, reputation even became a part of its core business.100

Even if one does not see reputation as crucial as Money and Gardiner, it still affects the 
company performance considerably on many levels. Having a favourable reputation has been 
argued to be one of the best ways to 

• create competitive barriers,  
• buffer effects of negative information,  
• enhance access to capital markets,  
• increase attractiveness to investors, 
• increase organisational attractiveness,  
• improve customer loyalty,  
• charge premium prices and 
• reduce marketing costs.101 

 

 
93 Dowling, quoted in Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 5 
94 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 25 
95 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 138 
96 Lewellyn, P. (2002) Corporate Reputation: Focusing the Zeitgeist, p. 451 
97 Cf. Fombrun, quoted in Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the 
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98 Herbig, P., Milewicz, J. (1995) To be or not to be…credible that is: a model of reputation and credibility among competing 
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Fombrun adds that an ethical reputation can reduce customer churn and personnel fluctuation 
while new customers as well as skilled job applicants can be attracted by a premium  
reputation102.  
 
According to Morley, also employee morale and commitment are better in companies with 
good corporate reputations. In effect, this leads to better productivity and customer relations103, 
two absolute prerequisites for the continuity of a company.  
The managerial view of reputation refers to the employees as well: reputation is rooted in their 
sense-making. This means, employees adopt a certain perception of what their organisation 
represents and which role they play in the company's culture and identity. The latter two 
concepts shape a firm's business practices and the relationships that managers establish with 
key stakeholders.104 Finally, it depends on the internal stakeholders, how external stakeholders 
regard their firm. Service employees with direct customer contact are integral to the company's 
reputation105. 
Therefore, it is important that employees know and understand the reasons for corporate 
communication to external stakeholders. They should be informed about the messages before 
they are published.106 The messages will be critically evaluated and attention should be taken to 
agree on a content that is approved throughout the whole entity. It is sensible to encourage the 
organisational members to be a part of the reputation, due to their capability to enhance 
reputation and defuse effect of negative situations107 as, e.g. a reputation crisis. 
 
Besides the employees of a company, another stakeholder group is central to the concept of 
corporate reputation. A firm's customers rely on it to estimate a product's reliability. In many 
instances, the company's commitment to delivering desirable quality is unknown to them108. 
Therefore, customers as well as other external observers use reputation as a proxy to anticipate 
the organisations' performance.109  
The reliability of these proxies depends on the consistency of corporate outcomes (e.g. quality 
of products). Repeated similar achievements of a firm strengthen its reputation.110 On the other 
hand, a firm that repeatedly fails to fulfil its stated intentions will lose the latter111. This is due 
to the expectational quality of reputation112. Since reputation is built on the company's past, it 
becomes a weaker signal of the company's future performance when its behaviour changes (e.g. 
when it becomes more innovative) 113 .  This way, even inherently positive changes can 
deteriorate a good reputation and make the reputation as a proxy less reliable. Almost any 
divergent corporate behaviour, relative to public expectations, can erode a corporate 
reputation114, because every facet of a company's behaviour – intentionally or unintentionally – 
communicates115. Reputation is based on its actions or inactivities as well as the communication 
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about them. Therefore, a company must not only evaluate the measures they take to countervail 
crisis impacts but also consider the opportunity costs of the discarded options. 
Relating to this anticipatory character, a corporate reputation reflects an estimation of a firm's 
relative standing, both internally and externally in its environment.116

Favourable reputations increase organisational attractiveness117 – studies prove that customers 
are more loyal to the products of companies with a good reputation. This is especially true 
when marketing communications strongly connect the company with its branded products or 
services118. This in turn, reduces marketing costs119. 
 
Also in partnerships and strategic alliances, corporate reputation is exceptionally influential. 
George Washington already claimed: "Associate yourself with men of good quality if you 
esteem your own reputation for 'tis better to be alone than in bad company."120  
Efficient partnerships are probably the most valuable connection a company can have at the 
moment an accident hits and the reputational standing needs to rebuild. According to the quote, 
a network of trustworthy partners can in such a case amend the damaged credibility to a certain 
part. 
All stakeholder groups of a firm prefer to establish connections to companies of good 
reputations, because the chances of a successful relationship are greater. At the same time, the 
partner itself improves its reputation.121 This connection must be exploited in accidents on 
reputation. A necessary precondition is that they are stable enough to seize them. Reputations 
work best when they are contagious122 which can only be achieved by successful antecedent 
relationships since good reputations cannot be established rapidly. They rather take time and 
vigilance to develop123. Taylor maintained: “A fair reputation is a plant delicate in its nature, 
and by no means rapid in its growth.”124  
This provides those companies with a competitive advantage that mindfully commit resources 
to the care and maintenance of their reputation. Additionally, it offers companies in discredit a 
reservoir to draw intangible resources from. 
 
It is therefore comprehensible that Schultz, Hatch and Larsen note: "Tangible financial benefits 
are associated with a higher reputational standing – and vice versa. In systemic fashion, 
reputation not only accrues to better-performing companies, but also enables their 
performance." 125  Being able to dispose of high revenues allows to allocate the latter to 
improving organisational functions, including reputation management and marketing. 
Assuming, these functions work efficiently, an increased reputation affects the availability of 
capital positively126. 
From another financial angle, favourable corporate reputations increase investor confidence. 
Depending on the consistency of a reputation, they can derive whether the organisation will act 
according to its communicated intentions127. This assertion leads to a higher stock price for 
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those companies that are equal to others in all respects but take greater care of their 
reputation128.  
 
Besides those effects, reputation also has a purely economic component. Revenues gained from 
reputation are primarily future revenues. A company cannot rely on the exact time of 
"reputation returns" but the value can be estimated by how often and how broadly an according 
reputation can be applied to generate such future value.129

More than directly influencing a company's performance, corporate reputations can equally 
leverage other performance variables. Chaudhuri’s research, for example, shows that 
advertising and marketing are key levers of sales. However, their benefits are not efficient if 
they are not mediated by reputation. 130  Similarly, a good social record taken alone is 
insufficient, but accounts for value when connected to a favourable corporate reputation131. 
It can be concluded that reaching the same effect with one and the same activity, e.g. corporate 
social responsibility, contains far more effort for companies with a lower reputation than for 
well-estimated institutions. Similarly, social engagement affects reputable firms stronger and 
more positively than low-profile companies. 
 
After all, the amenities of reputation are constituted by the intangible constructs of trust and 
confidence. 132  Roberts argues that under certain circumstances, these lead to supportive 
behaviour from stakeholders. This means, a good reputation facilitates stakeholder decisions 
about whether to approach the organisation (e.g. to buy its products/services), to recommend it 
to others and to help reduce the perceived risk, which arises from these activities.133

The easier the decision is for stakeholders to approach the organisation, the more probable is a 
good relationship to the company and in consequence its reputation can be strengthened. 
 

3.4 Difficulties with Corporate Reputation 
A first difficulty with managing reputation is that reputation as well as people's opinions from 
which it originates, are based on highly subjective perceptions. A similar aggravation is that 
both are determined by a variety of factors.134 People are surrounded by an increasingly number 
of diverse information sources from which they perceive manifold images135. They construct 
reputations from available information about firms or originating from the firms themselves, 
from the media, or from other monitors, but they only use and propagate that part of 
information they deem important.136

 
Of all those sources, the media is inarguably the most influential and powerful. It operates as an 
image filter and has the ability to reach large numbers of people with relative simplicity and 
perceived independence.137 Whatever the specifics of the situation, crises typically result in 
negative publicity, which threatens the corporate image. This is due to the media having a 
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preference for reporting bad news.138 Not the least for this reason, it was at all possible to find 
the respondents for this study. 
 
Especially one medium has increased the convenience with which information can be accessed 
and made available - the Internet139. It has empowered the individual stakeholder to get instant 
information on a company's performance, to spread true information and rumour at an 
inestimable rate.140 According to the Business Europe magazine, this made a company's global 
reputation more vulnerable to local slip-ups. Such a slip-up can alter a reputation enduringly.141  
Fombrun and Shanley even found that "intensive media scrutiny has a strong negative effect on 
firms' reputations [and] it did not matter whether those ratings were favourable or 
unfavourable."142

Thus, a company's reputation heavily depends on the circulating information about it. At the 
same time, this implies that even the issuing of countervailing positive information might be 
ineffective or less beneficial than expected. 
Therefore, good reputations help companies to cope with growing competitiveness. They 
minimize threats from media coverage or from stakeholder activism 143 . Moreover, good 
reputations buffer144 firms from the immediate reactions of stakeholders in their environment 
when controversial events occur 145 . Reputation management is therefore justified, in an 
economic as well as in a strategic sense146. 
The apparent benefit of a good reputation shows in empirical studies which prove that 
observers, when confronted with negative information, will resist changing their reputational 
assessments147 if they held a favourable opinion of the company before. 
 
Another imperfection of reputation is its time lag effect – companies must continually adjust 
reputation after each period148. An organisation's identity may change over time, together with 
its associated reputations, even if its essential attributes remain the same. This is because 
reputations are to some extent independent of their entities. Thus, an organisation has only 
limited control over its reputations, just as individuals149. 
Frequently, organisational change has already taken place some time before the information 
reached the important stakeholder groups. An illustrative example are the stock market indices 
which would probably reach far more calculable scores if information asymmetry was balanced 
more quickly. Similarly, stakeholders would probably adjust the reputation they hold of a 
company more quickly after crises if counteractive information reached them directly. 
 
As if it was not hard enough to adapt the corporate image to the values of different stakeholder 
groups, the question arises who matters within each single group. Within each different one, 
opinion-leaders can boost the effectiveness of both positive and negative information. 
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Therefore, it is particularly important that they are identified. In addition, corporate advertising 
and publicity will be most effective if organisations explicitly consider the roles of these 
opinion leaders. These can be to act as an extra channel of communication for information, or to 
increase the credibility of information.150

In crises, a company needs to be especially concerned that those groups are targeted and 
reached which were impacted the most by negative communication. By no other means can the 
firms achieve to convince these groups of its own perception. 
 
The last difficulty that shall be mentioned is the one of measurement. In his essay "Measuring 
Corporate Reputation", Wartick criticizes that the variety of definitions of the expression 
'reputation' prevents an operationalisation of an appropriate measure for the construct. 
Therefore, a clear definition is needed to create an effective measure.151  
Contrariwise, Fombrun proceeded to hypothesize six variables for predicting corporate 
reputation on the basis of a selected definition. These variables include profitability, volatility, 
visibility, charitable contributions, advertising and company size 152 . Wartick objects this 
suggestion with the argument that reputation is "anything but purely perceptual."153

This scientific debate will probably continue until the concept is narrowed down sufficiently to 
a common denominator, if this is possible. For the time being, the focus is on maintaining 
reputations or restoring lost ones without measuring a distinct level. 
However, the insufficient means to measure corporate reputation make it difficult for a firm to 
measure the recovery of their reputation after a critical incident. Thus, preventing emergencies 
or safeguarding corporate reputation might be an opportunity to circumvent the necessity of 
precise measurements.  
 

3.5 Reputation Management 

The Need to Manage Reputation 

Reputations are seldom noticed until they are threatened154. In the current globalising economy, 
however, no organisation is a priori exempted from the public scrutiny of its actions. Not least 
owing to the media, everything about an organisation communicates.155

Not only therefore, corporate strategy researchers argue that firms face opportunity costs if they 
do not continually reinvest in enhancing the images and reputations156. Once lost, it takes seven 
to ten times the effort to restore a reputation157. This calculation demonstrates why reputation 
crises can have ruinous effects.  
Therefore, companies cannot afford to let chance determine their revenues and estimation in the 
public, but have to manage their reputation. A necessary precondition for the process of 
corporate reputation management is the diagnosis of the company's current reputation. Even 
more important is the assessment of the gap between firm's and the stakeholders' perception of 
the company. This knowledge can lead to a strategy to gain trust from not only customers but 
from all stakeholders with an interest in the company's actions – local communities, suppliers, 
investors, politicians, etc. All of these groups can cause damage to a company's reputation or 
desert a company158 which would prevent its continuity.  
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As mentioned before, the environment of a company determines it's reputation to a certain 
extent and can either support or prevent regaining its pre-crisis reputational standing. 
 
Fombrun leaves no doubts when it comes to the benefit of reputation management: "Stronger 
bottom-line performance comes about because better-regarded companies achieve ‘first-choice’ 
status with investors, customers, and employees. So actively managing reputation – although a 
costly activity that requires significant investments of time, energy, money, and commitment – 
is nothing less than enlightened self-interest."159

Even Wartick can agree to this finding and notes that "from a measurement perspective, the 
perceptual nature of corporate reputation makes it very manageable" 160  since there is no 
underlying empirically true reputation. The "true" corporate reputation emanates from whatever 
the respondents say.161

 
Corporate reputation is the result of signalling162 between the firm and its stakeholders as well 
as among the stakeholders themselves. A market signal in this case, is a marketing activity that 
provides information which alerts other entities to its intentions, commitment or motives163. In 
such a complexity, some stakeholder groups may not fully or correctly understand and interpret 
the information signals164. Possibly, this fact contributes most to the difficulties companies 
experience when communicating after a reputation crisis. 
Balmer et al. argue that specifically the multiple exchange relationships with and of multiple 
stakeholder groups are a key attribute of corporate level marketing165, hence of reputation 
marketing. 
The more important it proves that an organisation aspires to send the right signals 
(advertisements, press releases etc.) to the right stakeholders. Nevertheless, since it does not 
have one single image or reputation, there cannot be one single, sensible definition of image 
and reputation. To manage these separate evaluations is in turn a daunting task and can make it 
difficult to convince managers that it is possible to shape them. A way of clustering is required 
in order to group those who are likely to hold similar evaluations of the organisation.166

 

What are Reputation Management and Marketing? 

Reputation management, then, helps companies to cope with the changing expectations of their 
many audiences. It consists of a set of practices that guide them in managing the interpretations 
of those audiences and in building favourable regard. By doing so, organisations enhance their 
ability to exploit a new source of competitive advantage – their reputational asset.167

 
Reputation marketing has emerged as an area of specialization among public-relations 
professionals and marketing consultants168. As Balmer and Greyser suggest, "corporate identity, 
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[…] corporate communications, and corporate reputation should be integrated under the 
umbrella title of corporate marketing."169

Even authors of this specialisation refer to reputation marketing and reputation management as 
one process. This theoretical framework seizes the suggestion, since under most circumstances 
managing and marketing are factually linked.170 Therefore, "reputation management" will be 
representative in this paper. 
 
Charles Fombrun, publisher of the Corporate Reputation Review journal, defines reputation 
management as a counselling discipline and a results-oriented management function that "seeks 
to minimize the resistance of stakeholder groups to legitimate management objectives".171

A more lyrical approach views reputation management as "the orchestration of discrete public 
relations initiatives designed to promote or protect the most important brand – the own 
corporate reputation"172. 
McKeown of the consultant company Price Waterhouse Coopers critically comments: 
"Reputation management is above and beyond PR [public relations]. It combines marketing, 
PR, corporate social responsibility and a big dollop of common sense."173

PR is the attempt to create public support for an institution, by means of information, 
persuasion and adjustment.174 It is not any activity that can stand alone, because reputations will 
even develop without the intervention of public relation consultants.175 

Therefore corporate communications is the primary vehicle for convey the ideal image of the 
organisation. It may be even the only way to signal what the organisation is doing to support the 
stakeholders' values.176 At the same time, uncontrolled corporate communication can be the 
cause of an abrupt destruction of the organisation's reputation177. Hence, an efficient corporate 
communication is indispensable. 
Finally, companies can engage in impression management, "the conscious or unconscious 
attempt to control images that are projected in real or imagined social interactions".178 The 
expressions projection and imagination imply haziness and hint on the difficulty to shape those 
impressions, let alone find reliable means to do so. 
As a summary, the former statement gives a vivid impression of how voluminous the concept of 
reputation management is. 
 

Reputation Crisis Management 

Booth suggests that under "reputational crises", one can understand "the loss of the common 
estimation of the good name attributed to an organisation."179

Reputational crises can result from different external and internal threats. Schultz and Werner 
refer to e.g. increasing exposure through an expanding Internet (e.g. hacker threats to the 
Internet platforms of banks and insurances), impersonal and discourteous behaviour (e.g. not 
returning calls to customers), corporate sell-out or rumours which do not even have to be true to 
be damaging.180  
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This is especially problematic if companies are not at fault and still suffer from reputation 
damage. In the investigated cases, negative publicity did not even depend on rumours but even 
more global coherences.  
However a crisis is caused and to which company it happens, its handling can escalate 
visibility, cost, and reputational damage181. In order to avoid these financial and immaterial 
costs, Lindblom offers four strategies to respond to public pressure:  

• informing stakeholders about the intentions of the company to enhance its social 
performance, 

• influencing stakeholders’ perceptions concerning certain (negative) events, but without 
changing actual behaviour,  

• distracting attention away from the legitimacy threatening event by emphasising more 
positive actions which not necessarily have to be related, and  

• influencing external or stakeholders’ expectations about its behaviour.182 
 
The interviewed companies will be examined for the approach(es) they chose. This might 
determine which of the four options are sensible reactions to a non-self inflicted reputational 
crisis. 
One advice can already be derived from Hooghiemistra, who suggests: "the 'best' excuses are 
[…] those which attribute failure to external, uncontrollable or unintentional causes and offer 
the actor effective protection."183 Herewith he refers to the strategies of excuse and explanation, 
justification, apology and denial.184 After evaluating these reactions, the author hints on the 
disadvantages of apologies. They obviously admit failure and leave the leader to the mercy of 
observers which is a grave risk, having in mind the sometimes irrational power of media and 
opinion leaders. However, these tactics can be summarized as reactive.185 For the current 
research cases, proactive strategies will be of major importance.  
The mainly used proactive approach in impression management is the one of acclaiming. This 
strategy supports the firm in stressing the ambiguous or unclear responsibility for a crisis186, 
which would be justified in the researched cases. This fact may protect the consumers' goodwill 
towards the organisation and it is necessary because their emotions are inevitably affected by a 
corporate crisis.  
This affection of the emotional component can be derived from attribution theory, which 
suggests that people make judgments, especially about the causes of unexpected events with 
negative outcomes. People tend to attribute the cause of these events to either an individual 
(personal causality) or an outside force (external causality). The way of attribution depends on 
the person's belief whether the cause of the event was controllable. Causal attributions affect 
emotions and in sequence future interactions with the company involved.187 

The point where reputation management can intervene is the direction of these evoked emotions 
in the most favourable way possible.  
This might be possible by specifically adapted communication. Alsop e.g. suggests that being 
sincere will create a strong emotional bond with the public and describes this as the cornerstone 
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of a good corporate reputation. His finding is supported by a study of the Reputation Institute 
which found that sincerity has become one of the strongest links to a positive reputation.188  
Additional confirmation is given by Booth, who claims that the key to effectively preparing for 
a reputational crisis is to devise a communications strategy and plan189. 
 

3.6 Theoretical Summary 
The concept of corporate reputation, its value, implementation and relation to other constructs 
are vast. The topic allows drawing on many different disciplines and views and it can be 
extensively explored from a diversified range of perspectives. Thus, reputation offers more than 
the concepts considered in this research. In the end of the thesis, further research implications 
will target and inspire a further exploration of the scientific field. 
The construct raised here, will however be sufficient to serve as a solid basis for a qualified 
empirical study of limited extent, which includes the research on how unblamable companies 
restore their reputation after accidental damages.  
 
Figure 3 summarizes the discussed aspects of the preceding theoretical frame. This conceptual 
overview represents the assumed connections between the single elements of reputation and 
their effect on each other. Central are the relations between reputation, marketing, management 
and the media. 

Figure 3: The concept of corporate reputation 

 
It should have become apparent that the concept of reputation is multi-faceted190 and outspread. 
Reputation can be an intangible asset or liability191 to a company while at the same time it 
entails tangible effects. Reputation is created by individuals and is related to their experience 
with the company as well as the information that reaches them about it192.  
An organisation can have manifold reputations193, depending on the distribution of opinions 
among its stakeholders194. Still, any company can own a reputation195. It can only influence it to 

 
188 Alsop, J. R. (2004) Corporate reputation: Anything but superficial – the deep but fragile nature of corporate reputation, p. 

28 
189 Booth, S. (2000) How can organisations prepare for reputational crises? p. 204 
190 Scott, S. V., Walsham, G. (2005) Reconceptualizing and Managing Reputation Risk in the Knowledge Economy: Toward 

Reputable Action, p. 309 
191 Reputations at stake (2000) In Business Europe, p. 2 
192 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28f 
193 Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28 
194 Bromley, D. B. (2001) Relationships between personal and corporate reputation, p. 317 
195 Cf. Booth, S.: (2000) How can organisations prepare for reputational crises? p. 197 



27
 

 

                                                

a certain extent196. Since the media act as the most important intensifier of public opinions197, 
they cannot be ignored in reputation building and maintenance. This also requires careful 
management of corporate identity and corporate image198. The latter should be administered by 
the corporate communications responsible.  
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4 Practical Methodology 
This chapter informs the reader about the researcher's view and how it determines or 
influences the mode of the empirical  investigation. 
 

4.1 Data Collection Method 
Considering the possibilities a multi-case study offers according to Johnson, the method of 
interviewing is most appropriate to this concept. Especially semi-structured interviews are 
applicable if the investigation has a clear focus. Since this kind of interview captures a topic or 
its facets in predetermined categories, it facilitates the comparison of the outcomes. In opposite 
to an unstructured interview, this prevents the amount of data from bloating and the researcher 
from unintentionally digressing from the core of the investigation. Still, a higher degree of 
understanding and flexibility than in a structured interview can be achieved owing to open 
questions. This also allows elaborating on particularities of individual cases.199

During the data collection process, this offered the opportunity to investigate the very 
individual reaction of the companies to the crises. Additionally, the action focussed by each 
company can be explored in a more comprehensive way. 
 

4.2 Interview Mode 
For the execution of a semi-structured interview, a researcher is to choose between a face-to-
face enquiry and a telephone interview. The choice can prove difficult, since the telephone 
approach, despite the many advantages does comprise a number of possible disadvantages.  
Crano, for example, claims that the researcher is less likely to detect and correct confusion of 
the respondent over the phone. It is thus easier in face-to-face interviews to clarify issues and to 
realise if a question fails its intended implication.200 Aware of this, the interview questions were 
formulated with respect to this potential caveat and the respondents were invited to interrupt the 
interviewee if ambiguous questions arose. 
 
Furthermore, the interpretation of the responses by the interviewer can easily be contested in 
telephone interviews. This is due to the manifold chances of misinterpretation. As even one 
interview during this research returned, the problems of communicating in a second language 
are always underestimated201. That the interviews for this research were conducted in English is 
insofar problematic as English is not the native language of neither the respondents nor of the 
interviewer. 
This might cause misunderstandings and misinterpretations by the researcher. Since the 
respondents were Danish, German, French and Swedish, however, it was impossible to 
communicate in the according language in each case, at least not at an appropriate level. 
Moreover, conducting the five interviews in the same language offered better possibilities to 
compare and combine given answers. Furthermore, this allowed circumventing any subsequent 
translation in which information could have been lost. 
 
Another cognate and often-discussed drawback is that respondents are not able to read the 
interviewer’s physical expressions and vice versa 202 . This might lead to further 
misunderstandings since human communication is unconsciously, but to a large extent 
influenced by body language. Admittedly, the respondent's answers would entail a different 
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interpretation if the interviews would have been conducted face-to-face. Increased attention 
needs to be paid to the gestures and mimics of interviewees when investigating their 
personality, their feelings and relationships. This additional information can hint on possible 
attempts to give a euphemistic view of an investigated matter.  
This inquiry, however, dealt with experiences on an organisational level and the respondents 
rather represented organisational entities. This means that neither they nor any single person 
was responsible for the actions taken. Assumably this saved the interviewees from the pressure 
to embellish the facts. Therefore, the observation of body language might not have lead to 
extremely different interpretations of the answers.  
 
However, telephone inquiries provide certain advantages that lead me to choose this method. 
The interviews for this study were (more specifically) conducted via PC to landline telephone 
devices, since these are less expensive to conduct than personal interviews. This applies to 
interview partners of high geographical dispersion in particular.203  
Another advantage is that the digital recording of the interview is less obtrusive, less irritating, 
thus less distracting for the interviewee than in a personal encounter.204 In the latter case, the 
recording device is visible throughout the whole interview and might remind the respondents of 
the tracability of the answers. 
 
Timm maintains that telephone interviews also minimize interruptions that can occur in face-to-
face encounters.205  Unfortunately, this did not prove during the data gathering process for this 
study. In one case, an interruption of one hour was necessary due to the demand of the 
employee within its company. In a second case, the line broke for several minutes and the 
interview could only be resumed after a quarter of an hour. 
In sequence, this lead to minor complications in re-establishing the rapport with the 
interviewees in the beginning of the second call. Since both interruptions were unexpected, the 
current answers were as well cut off. It can be assumed that the second attempt to answer the 
question (after the breaks) differed at least in phrasing from the one the respondent would have 
given initially. 
This confirms the argument that the rapport in a telephone interview is insufficient. Even, if this 
is not true for the entire telephone contact, it applies to the beginning of each encounter. 
However, it also takes a certain time to establish a connection in personal meetings. 
Furthermore, the less personal level of communication allows the interviewer to come to the 
point quickly and establish a business-like climate.206

 
Particularly responding to the financial efforts for the interviewer and the timely efforts of the 
interviewees, I decided to engage in telephone interviews with the concerned companies. Some 
of the concerns connected to that method can be confined while still being confident of the 
value of the collected data. 
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4.3 Sampling Method  
Apparently unblamable organisations are rare in the business landscape. Most often, companies 
bring up crises by themselves in one way or another. Lacks of product quality are one example. 
Even if the company took appropriate measures, e.g. recalls, and even it they were on time, it is 
hard to call them unblamable.  
Therefore, the size of the population from which the sample could be drawn, was rather small. 
Even after ample literature and online research, it was difficult to identify "innocent" companies 
involved in reputational crises. The description "innocent" itself is a relative term and was 
solely determined for the discussed situations of the companies.  
Due to these circumstances, the sampling of respondents was conveniently conducted by 
opportunity. This implies taking advantage of a current event, e.g. the boycott of Danish 
products in the Middle East in 2006. At the same time, the cases were selected depending on 
the access to the responding parties.207  
 

4.4 Access to Primary Sources 
All potential respondents were approached by email requests and soon follow-up calls to 
schedule a date for the actual inquiry. During those calls, everything was demanded from the 
author's language skills in English, French and Swedish in order to explain the purpose of the 
investigation another time personally. 
Probably owing to these efforts, about 35% of the original addressees were willing to take part 
in the empirical study. Half of the companies that suffered reputation damage agreed to take 
part in the interviews, but only two out of ten respondents were available to support a more 
holistic picture of the crisis situations. This means, it was unexpectedly harder to contact the 
opposite side of the companies and to collect complementing data.  
In general, gaining access to respondents for this research required some stamina. Some of the 
companies that refused to participate, however, argued they were too small to cope with the 
medial and academic requests that succeeded the concerned events. Others merely tried to 
prevent further publications on the critical issues. 
 

4.5 The Interview Process 
The more pleasant was the electronic mail and telephone contact to the companies Arla Foods 
amba, Alfred Kärcher & Co. KG and E.ON Sverige AB (formerly Sydkraft AB), who were 
willing to share their experiences. Those participants were concerned to offer prompt 
appointments and gave beneficially substantial answers.  
The essential encounters were three interviews with the representatives of the named companies 
themselves. To gain a more versatile perspective of each case, additional interviews were 
conducted with Akram Belkaïd, deputy editor of the French business newspaper La Tribune 
(for the case Kärcher) and David Lindén, author of a study on behalf of the Swedish Region 
Skåne, researching damages storm Gudrun caused to Swedish companies (to complement the 
case Sydkraft). 
Regrettably, I did not succeed in obtaining another interview on the case of the Scandinavian 
dairy Arla. This disadvantage was complemented by additional literature research, focussing on 
newspaper and journal articles covering this event. Due to serendipity, many reports were 
concerned with the matter. This outweighed the missing interview to a certain extent. 
 

 
207 O'Leary, Z. (2004) Essential Guide to Doing Research, p. 117
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Each of the major interview session had a duration of approximately 40-55 minutes and was 
held within the period of April 20th until May 3rd, 2007. The supporting two followed until 
May 18th. The calls were digitally recorded and converted to transcripts208. 
During the transcription process, some mishearings occurred. The respondents themselves, who 
were sent copies of the respective transcript, corrected these. It was not only a gesture of 
fairness but also of respect to the organisations that they were asked for approving of the 
transcripts. 
 

4.6 Primary Sources Evaluation 
As important as critique to the secondary sources, is the need to be aware of potential bias that 
may derive from the interaction with the primary sources. 
It is imaginable that interview respondents in general are careful to give beneficial information 
on their company's actions – not the least to comply with their good reputation. Therefore, this 
consideration would be worth an own interpretation in the analysis of the three case studies. 
However, the palliation of the true situation was rather superfluous: the organisations were 
considered victims of reputation accidents and had no reasons to fear any blame or discredit 
from the interviewer or her findings. Since they will be offered a copy of the final research, 
they were aware that they could request anonymity. 
It is however hard to detect, if any respondents nevertheless concealed certain facts. The only 
assurance that the pictures given correspond with the truth, is thorough literature research. In 
cases of company crises, the media are a welcome source of information. Since they often have 
a critical attitude towards corporations, they would probably also have revealed faults of the 
companies. 
Another possible threat to the quality of the research is the point of view of the main 
respondents. Since they are employees of the affected companies, they might fail 
acknowledging the situation from an objective point of view. Therefore, information was 
gathered from the named sources and their different points of view. 

 
208 The transcripts can be requested from KeHo0006@student.umu.se or from Ke_Hoffmann@web.de 
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You can know the name of a bird in all the languages of the 
world, but when you're finished, you'll know absolutely 

nothing whatever about the bird... So let's look at the 
 bird and see what it's doing – that's what counts.  

Richard Feynman 
 
 

5 Empirical Results and Analysis 
This chapter presents the empirical data in combination with the analysis. The single and the 
joint analyses connect the findings with the theory in attempt to discover how the companies 
restored their reputation after sudden damages. 
 

5.1 Arla Foods amba 
A dairy giant dissociates itself from discriminating religious cartoons 
 

Introduction on the Case 
The chaos was initiated when in September 2005 the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten 
published a series of caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad209. After in January 2006, other 
European journals re-published those cartoons, religious leaders in Middle East called for a 
boycott of all Danish products. The Islamic tradition forbids any depiction of major prophets in 
the first place210. To the worse, some of the cartoons were showing Muhammad as a terrorist.211

In the end of January 2006, the Arabic news network Al Jazeera reports: "Muslim wrath has 
spread rapidly in the Middle East, with Gulf retailers pulling Danish products off their shelves 
and protesters gathering outside Danish embassies."212  
While the Jyllands-Posten refused to apologise for the drawings, referring to the freedom of 
speech213, the Danish company Arla Foods gives an idea of the consequences: "From the 25th 
of January until the 31st of January 2006 our sales in the Middle East came to a complete stop." 
 
 

"We have taken 40 years to build up a very  
big business in the Middle East, and we've  

seen  it come to a complete stop in five days." 214

 
 
Help was not to be expected from the Danish government either. Although the Arabic people 
demanded an apology from Denmark, Anders Fogh Rasmussen (Denmark's prime minister) 
explained that freedom of speech was under firm protection in his country and any complaints 
should be handled in court215. 
"We were sort of a hostage in between Muslims of the world and the Jyllands-Posten – and to 
some extent the Danish prime minister", says Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla. 
But the dairy company is not a typical target for this kind of boycott. According to John Band, 
senior analyst at market research group Datamonitor, "Arla has been very, very unlucky and its 

 
209 Nordic firm hit by Arab boycott (2007) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4666298.stm 
210 Arla returns to the Middle East (2006) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/4884798.stm 
211 Nordic firm hit by Arab boycott (2007) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4666298.stm 
212 UN urged to ban attack on religion (2006) http://english.aljazeera.net/English/archive/archive?ArchiveId=21389 
213 UN urged to ban attack on religion (2006) http://english.aljazeera.net/English/archive/archive?ArchiveId=21389 
214 Nordic firm hit by Arab boycott (2007) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4666298.stm 
215 UN urged to ban attack on religion (2006) http://english.aljazeera.net/English/archive/archive?ArchiveId=21389 
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situation is very unusual. These campaigns are normally targeted against companies because of 
something they've done, not because they're in the same country as a newspaper."216

 
 

"We have emergency plans for many things: recalls, lacks of  
quality [...], but not for political boycott. You can never  

prepare for that. We tried to handle a dilemma." 217

 
 
In their annual report of the year 2004/2005, before the boycott, Arla is optimistic about their 
business developments in the Middle East. The company aims at "prioritis[ing] the area through 
significant investment and a doubling of production in Saudi Arabia over the next five 
years."218 However, already during this period, Arla faces strong competitors in its largest 
market, Saudi Arabia.219 Those competitors did not miss their opportunity when Arla products 
were withdrawn from Arabic supermarkets in 2005. Mrs. Gade Nielsen recalls: "We were not 
on the shelves for eight weeks and our competitors used that to get their products on the shelves 
instead." This unambiguously proves that a reputation can be a competitive damage and build 
market entrance barriers220. 
 
In order to rectify their image, Arla used many means – they joined relief projects with the Red 
Cross and made donation for similar purposes, issued a large amount of interviews and 
advertisements in newspapers and TV and set up an international conference for journalists in 
Copenhagen, in collaboration with the Danish University. Meetings with chief stakeholders, 
partners, and associates were out of question. 
Additionally, in the Middle East, the company launched in-store promotions, accompanied by 
an enormous advertisement effort in the local newspapers. This slowly allowed them to re-enter 
the market but led another crisis in their home country. Although Arla tried not to take any 
stand on the caricatures and wanted to keep out of the political debate, politicians ridiculed the 
company for not backing up the freedom of speech in Denmark.  

 
 

"Because it was such a political issue in Denmark, we wanted to 
keep out of the political debate. That was extremely difficult." 221

 
 

While the previous year's report presents plans to expand the production in Riyadh222, the 
annual report for 2005/2006 is forced to mention that "55 employees were made redundant"223 
as a consequence of the boycott. Already during the boycott, Arla's employees in the Middle 
East found themselves in a quandary: "[They] were a bit concerned about working for Arla. 
They were lessoned and some of them asked their religious leaders: 'Is it alright for me to work 
for Arla Foods?' Most of them were sent home with the message, yes, that's alright. We did not 
experience any staff resigning because of this conflict." 
However, the final layoffs were a bitter turnaround, considering that Arla hitherto saw its 
presence in the Middle East to be strengthened224. 

 
216 Plummer, R. (2006) Firms feel pain of people power, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/4676826.stm 
217 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla Foods 
218 Arla Foods Annual Report 2004/2005, p.13 
219 Arla Foods Annual Report 2004/2005, p.13 
220 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, p. 32 
221 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla 
222 Arla Foods Annual Report 2004/2005, p. 5 
223 Arla Foods Annual Report 2005/2006, p. 4 
224 Arla Foods Annual Report 2004/2005, p. 5 
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Arla's chairman opens the report with the words: "[In] February 2006, we were hit by the 
widespread and entirely unforeseen consumer boycott in the Middle East which incurred 
substantial losses."225 This statement is depressing, but does not even reflect the elevated sum 
the crisis cost the company: "Altogether, we lost 450mil DKK226 on the Middle Eastern boycott 
in 2006" calculates Astrid Gade Nielsen. 
That Arla products had been removed from the supermarkets of more than 50.000 stores across 
the Middle East meant also that the Danish production was subsequently closed down at several 
dairies. This entailed an enormous logistic effort, forcing more than 300mil litres of milk "to be 
re-routed to other dairies within the group."227

Facing the ruins of their long established business abroad, the company corrects its ambitions of 
the last year's statement to reaching pre-boycott levels by the end of 2007.228  
 

Analysis 

Without any doubt, the establishment of planned new joint ventures in Kuwait, Qatar and 
Lebanon229 where complicated if not prevented by Arla's undeserved bad reputation. Of all the 
things, this had to happen at an occasion when partnerships and strategic alliances were most 
important. These relationships, however, are to a large extent influenced by reputation.230

Arla Foods' comeback would probably not have been as uninterrupted without the companies 
long lasting business relation with the Al Othaim retail chain. Gade Nielsen explains: "We have 
personal contact with people in this company. They know us well and they said they knew that 
Arla was not part of [the caricature discussion] but they had to react to the call for boycott and 
they could not put our products on the shelf."  
The good relationships to Al Othaim, however, can be said to have saved Arla from an even 
more strenuous re-entry in the Arabic market.  
 
 

"We called for our associates and business  
partners  in the area who are well connected  

and we used them to get our message across." 231

 
 
This highlights that it is necessary to identify opinion-leaders among religious leaders, but also 
journalists and business partners. Their unique role is to intensify the effectiveness of 
information – negative as well as positive. In such dilemmas, organisations should be aware of 
the possibility to use additional channels of communication. 232  By explicitly doing so, 
stakeholders who hold a good reputation of the company can be prevented from changing their 
opinion on it when confronted with negative information233. Arla Foods followed this advice by 
organising an international dialogue in Copenhagen. "With the help of the Danish University, 
we set up a conference that focussed on cross-cultural activities. It was for people who read the 
media and who are well connected. It was not for the average customers." says spokeswoman 
Nielsen. 
 

 
225 Arla Foods Annual Report 2005/2006, p. 2 
226 equals more than 81mil US$ 
227 Arla Foods Annual Report 2005/2006, p. 4 
228 Arla Foods Annual Report 2005/2006, p. 2 
229 Arla Foods Annual Report 2004/2005, p. 14 
230 Morley, M. (2002) How to manage your global reputation:  a guide to the dynamics of international public relations, p. 14 
231 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla 
232 Cf. Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, p. 36 
233 Cf. Wartick, quoted in Fombrun, C. J., Rindova, V. (1996) Who's Top and Who Decides? The Social Construction of 

Corporate Reputations, p. 7 
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The media's power to influence opinions234, however, is indisputable. This idea is the plainest 
way to explain the companies ambition to have a dialogue with the press, to give interviews, 
and to launch advertisements in the Middle East. At the same time, the conference in 
Copenhagen, apart from its intrinsic value, had a sequential medial value, comparably did the 
food aid project with which Arla supported the Red Cross in relief programs in Dafour. 
The interview with Arla Foods, however, turned out that the latter two methods would not have 
had enough effect by themselves. Arla explains the reason: "It was the average consumer we 
needed to approach. That's why it could not have stood alone."  
This almost literally conforms Campbell's235  advice - he explains this by referring to the 
leverage effect. Campbell and Chadhuri argue that some means (e.g. corporate social 
responsibility) do not have an effect if they do not go in hand with other means, as for example 
information issuing. 
In cases like Arla's, companies can almost never dodge the flood of public interest. Actively 
approaching journalists and middlemen therefore appears to be a sensible means. It can be 
assumed, that especially in cases of non-self inflicted reputation damages, it is sensible to 
approach the media with an own statement before external sources create an explanation. 
Fombrun argues that reputations are rather constructed from media contents since they are more 
credible than information issued by companies.236 Assuming the practical truth of this finding, 
it might be a tactical decision to use the same channel that destroyed one's reputation. It is 
possibly the one reaching the most important audience needed to rectify the companies image. 
Arla Foods saw one specific advantage of the media when they approached them – that it did 
reach out to the ones targeted.  
 
 

"We thought that was the best way to address the individual 
consumer through the media, the mass media." 237

 
 
Another theoretical suggestion can be supported by this experience, namely that "tangible 
financial benefits are associated with higher reputational standing and vice versa"238. Especially 
the inversion (reputation is associated with higher financial benefits) is undeniable. Arla Foods, 
in this case, rather suffered from the reputation as being Danish, but this reputation nullified 
their "financial benefits" to zero: "We literally did not sell any products." 
  
In this regard, it is difficult to agree to Cramer and Ruefli, who are of the opinion that 
reputation is in inertial 239 . Indeed, Arla's reputation in the Middle East was hitherto not 
measured in any other figures than sales and revenue. Yet, as discussed above, it can be 
assumed that a non-existent revenue is not without impact on the companies reputation. This 
circumstance would lead to the conclusion that the sudden drop of the revenues entailed a 
sudden drop of reputation and speak against the inertia criterion. In contrast, Arla's reputation 
did not instantly return to its former level after the boycott. In that respect, the inertial nature 
can be approved.  
It must be left to further research whether the characteristic of inertia probably depends on the 
cultural environment. This argument could only be saved by market studies which prove that it 
took other companies involved in this boycott more time to restore their former reputation.  
 

 
234 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, p. 19 
235 Campbell, F. E. et al. (2006) Contradictions in “reputation management”, p. 192 
236 Fombrun, C., Shanley, M. (1990) What's in a name? Reputation Building and Corporate Strategy, p. 234 
237 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla 
238 Schultz, M., Hatch, M., Larsen, M. (2000) The expressive organisation:  linking identity, reputation, and the corporate 

brand, p. 79 
239 Cramer, Ruefli, quoted in Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 7 
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The multinationality of a company seems to inherently add to the complexity of the problem. 
Arla's spokeswoman agrees: "I think facing a crisis is more difficult as an internationally 
operating company. You need to know your market, you need to know the relations in the 
market place very well in order to use it." Apart from that, it is common sense, that different 
cultural mentalities require matched business behaviour which takes additional efforts in many 
respects (e.g. training expatriates, adjusting to local ways of establishing business partnerships). 
 
As Schultz and Werner suggest, reputation management should centralize customers and 
employees as the major stakeholders240. Gade Nielsen repeatedly highlighted that the main 
target of any external communication were their consumers and thus, great efforts were taken to 
approach them. But it was due to tremendous efforts from the sales personnel in Saudi Arabia 
that "slowly, slowly, slowly, the sales developed", acknowledges Gade Nielsen, "We have local 
staff and local support from our staff. They have been amazing through all this!" This statement 
yields several reasons to consider employees a group of stakeholders that builds reputations241. 
The day to day contact with customers decides over success or failure. 
 
 

"We had our owners and our employees with us.  
They weren't critical to the actions of the company." 242

 
 
Mrs. Nielsen made absolutely clear that the primary decision about a reaction to the boycott 
was reached by internal communication and discussion: "Our managing director was very clear, 
very direct with our owners, the dairy farmers in Denmark and Sweden, and with the staff, 
telling, explaining about the situation. We gave staff and owners almost daily updates on how 
developments were. The activities we decided to back on were communicated very extensively, 
internally. There was a great internal focus on communication. I feel that we succeeded with 
that."  
 
An addition to the initial suggestion of Schultz and Werner is to consider the media as central 
stakeholder as well 243 . "We experienced a huge media interest, we had to govern and 
communicated actively on what we experienced", explains Arla. This is due to its natural 
interest and matter-of-factly demand for information about corporate incidents. Alternatively, 
media could also be entitled an exceptional position as a mean of spreading information. 
 
Reputation is an overall evaluation, depending on the direct experiences with the firm an the 
communication and symbolism about it244. One way to emit this is by acting symbolically 
(signalling245). Verhezn and other researchers argue that corporate social responsibility in an 
organisation not only improves its reputation but can also bring about an immediate economic 
effect246. Partially, it probably was the latter argument that led Arla Foods to engage in a joint 
food aid project with the Red Cross. This decision is yet to approve since it can only be 
estimated what harm a longer sales deficit might have had. 
 

 
240 Schulz, H., Werner, A. (2005) Reputation Management, online reference, p. 2 
241 Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 2 
242 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla 
243 Schulz, H., Werner, A. (2005) Reputation Management, online reference, p. 2 
244 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28f 
245 Shapiro, quoted in Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right 

signal to the right stakeholder, p. 57 
246 Verhezn, P. (2006) Integrity as good reputation, p. 1 



38

 

                                                

The signalling activity itself yet yields some caveats. Since different stakeholders may have 
different attitudes towards the organisation247, it is likely that some groups misinterpret the 
emitted signals248. The Arla case offers an asserting observation. While the company withdrew 
from any discussion and merely stated they did not approve of the concerned cartoons, some 
politicians in their home country interpreted this as a signal that Arla Foods did not support the 
freedom of speech in Denmark. 
This multi-faceted characteristic of reputation remains the cause of quandary. A company can 
literally be trapped in trying to suit every involved party. In that attempt, however, it runs 
danger of losing its credibility. Constantly adjusting to differing demands will not leave the 
observer in confident anticipation about the company's future actions. Concluding from 
Fombrun's theory, this lack of confidence leads to a less reliable reputation and finally to 
worthless proxies for corporate quality or reliability.249

 
The Middle Eastern boycott of Danish products had yet another noteworthy characteristic – it 
almost exclusively affected the emotional component of the public corporate image. Images are 
formed by a cognitive and an emotional component250, of which the former can be influenced 
more easily by rational information. The emotional component, on the other hand, is harder to 
impact. Coombs gives a very plausible example: "If a person spills red wine on your new carpet 
[...], you are likely to [...] behave toward him or her differently in the future."251 Imagining this 
scenario, it can be easily concluded that at least a certain unconscious barrier remains towards 
the entity in question. There are definitely difficulties to prevent people from attributing causes 
to and changing emotions towards a company involved in a crises.252

 
Reconsidering the actions taken by Arla Foods, they can be allocated to the four possibilities 
Lindblom offers for reputation crises. First of all, the Scandinavian company did inform its 
Arabic stakeholders that they did not support the caricatures. This rather accidentally overlaps 
with the second suggestion being to influence stakeholders' opinion about the negative event 
without changing the actual behaviour. Since Arla was not at fault, changing their behaviour 
was not a necessity. Thirdly, absolutely justified efforts were made to distract attention to social 
engagements. The company was as discussed not responsible for the cause of the events. 
Therefore it is creditable that they made use of this means, even if the mending impact of the 
outcome might have been the foremost interest. The final option to handle this dilemma is, 
according to Lindblom to influence external expectations about the company's behaviour.253 
This suggestion is repeatedly hard to apply to unblamable companies. 
 
In summary, Arla managed the struggle in the Middle East by extensive communication 
towards all involved stakeholder groups – owners of the company, local staff in Saudi Arabia, 
business partners abroad, politicians in their home country, media in both environments and 
journalists as well as other mediators who could have had a possible impact on business 
relations. 
An additional means was the demonstration of their corporate social responsibility by setting up 
a multi-national conference in Copenhagen and entering a cooperation with the Red Cross for a 
determined project. 

 
247 Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28 
248 Cf. Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right signal to the 

right stakeholder, p. 58 
249 Grossman, Stiglitz, quoted in Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 6 
250 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 20f 
251 Coombs, W. T. (2004) Impact of Past Crises on Current Crisis Communication: Insights From Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory, p. 267 
252 Coombs W. T., Holladay S. J. (2006) Unpacking the halo effect: reputation and crisis management, p. 267 
253 Cf. Lindblom, quoted in Balmer, J., Gray, E. (1998) Managing corporate image and corporate reputation, p.  
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Astrid Gade Nielsen tries to see the opportunities this crisis offered to the company: "We had 
an experience as a company that you don't see in many other companies. And we should be able 
to learn from that and build on that. Perhaps, we can be even better at handling dilemmas in the 
future. I think in the Middle East we've come so far that we know we need to have a better 
foothold, a better coordination with our partners down there." 
About 16 months later, the company shows first records of improvement: "We're approaching 
the normal amount of sales. I think by the end of 2007 we will be back on 2005 levels." 
 
 

5.2 Alfred Kärcher GmbH & Co. KG 
A German company tries to disconnect its name from a right-wing political statement  
 

Introduction on the Case 

The mid-sized German company Alfred Kärcher GmbH & Co. KG is the understated producer 
and world market leader of high-pressure cleaners, easily distinguished by its bright yellow 
appearance. This striking part of its corporate identity earned the company almost 70 design 
prices since 1950 when the first product was patented254. In 2006, the company achieved a 
record high by a 1.25 billion Euro255 turnover.
 
In 2005, the company, usually unpopular in the press world, suddenly found itself exposed to an 
enormous media interest. The French interior minister, Nicolas Sarkozy, exclaimed he would 
"nettoyer au Kärcher" ("clean out with a Kärcher") a violence-ridden suburb of Paris after the 
murder of a child256.  
 
This statement was followed by violent riots in France. The editor of the French newspaper La 
Tribune remembers: "He was going to clean an area and people understood that as being 
compared to scum. That's why it had a huge impact." In combination, these two events proved 
vexed to the German company. Kärcher's spokesperson explains that this connection is slightly 
artificial since the riots only took place six months later. But the public ignored that fact. Mr. 
Belkaïd notes: "The link between Kärcher, Sarkozy and the riots is made in the public mind. It's 
a very big challenge for the company to change that." 
 
In French, "Kärcher" has been a generic name, a substitute for "high-pressure cleaning" as well 
as a synonym for "settling a matter" for over 20 years. Owing to the new French president's 
former statement, the company name obtained a new synonym: "Sarkozy".  
 

 
"My guess is that, when Mr Sarkozy said this sentence, he didn't even 

know there was a German company with the name Kärcher." 257

 
 

Ironically, not the French but the German press in 2005 initiated a problem. Schad 
acknowledges: "French people knew [Kärcher] was just a word and not the company itself. But 
the Germans did not understand what a medium-sized German company has to do with those 
violent riots in France." After two weeks, however, the firm succeeded in clearing this 
misunderstanding due to many explanations and interviews.  

 
254 Mann gegen Schmutz. Die stärkste Waffe im nie endenden Feldzug für Sauberkeit hat einen Namen: Kärcher (2006) online 

reference 
255 equals about 1.67 billion USD 
256 Sarkozy hosed (2007) http://www.economist.com/blogs/certainideasofeurope/2007/03/sarkozy_rebuked_by_highpressur.cfm 
257 Frank Schad from Kärcher 
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"Unfortunately for them, it is the consequence of what they are 
successful in.  Kärcher has always meant cleaning strongly." 258

 
 

It was not until the upcoming French elections in 2007, one and half a year after the original 
exclamation, that this comment was repeatedly an issue. The political left in France naturally 
used the synonym to refer to Mr Sarkozy and Kärcher started to fear for its good reputation 
anew.  
Fuelled by the politicians, journalists gratefully reanimated the expression and the name 
"Kärcher" appeared innumerable times in the French press. Since the discreet German firm is 
not used to media impetus, three or four namings in French newspaper per day – in a negative 
connection – were impressive but at the same time arousing. Headlines as "Kärcher échoué" 
("Kärcher failed") or "Kärcher politics" covered the front pages. The German company saw 
itself involuntarily pushed into the political discussion. Schad explains the reason why the 
company had to act: "It was really getting embarrassing. You know, we are just too small for 
the big politics. And it's not our business, we don't want to be politicians." 
 
Kärcher's reaction consisted of announcements in the French press, declaring the company 
would not accept the constant use of their name in the current political discussion. They 
addressed their entitlement to the trademark name and expressed the wish to clearly be 
dissociated from any political affiliation.  
Additionally, the company sent letters to the candidates of the French elections, suggesting 
them to refrain from the frequent use of the word "Kärcher". Some candidates replied with 
consent, others ignored the request. "The response of the press was really overwhelming. 
meanwhile there were 125 articles, TV and Radio spots published on that matter in France," 
recapitulates Schad. 
 
The deputy editor of the French newspaper La Tribune in Paris warns of premature 
complacence: "It was not the word Kärcher that was creating problems. I think it's going to be a 
great mistake if they do something now. The only thing that could be done is lobbying. But I 
am not even sure if this is going to have any effect. It is as if you forbid someone to use a day to 
day life word." 
 

"It is not really important to know 
what Kärcher thinks about this." 259

 
 
He summarizes the opinion of other newspapers which in fact wondered why Kärcher did not 
passively exploit the additional advertising effect: "It is not necessarily negative for the 
company, because at the same time, the name provides an image of something strong, usable, 
very powerful." Kärcher vehemently objects, negative publicity can under no circumstances be 
in their interest.  
 
The question arises how the German company was supposed to solve this dilemma. Apart from 
the named procedures, Kärcher did refrain from any legal action to protect its name and 
currently, the firm hopes "that everything will improve when the elections are over in France." 
Mr. Belkaïd agrees: "Sometimes it is better to keep quiet and hang on. Day after day, the story 
will be forgotten."  

 
258 Akram Belkaïd from La Tribune 
259 Akram Belkaïd from La Tribune 
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"I think the announcement was a mistake at that moment. First, it had  
no effect and second, it did not at all improve Kärcher's image." 260

 
 

However, from the companies view, things prove more complex. They only took their decision 
after great efforts discussing the matter with consulting agencies, lawyers and public relations 
companies. Nevertheless, in the end, the employees of the French subsidiary turned out to be 
the protagonists. This procedure is an unambiguous indication that employees need to be 
included in reputation building activities261. In fact, they should not only be included for their 
sake but because the frontline staff is essential to the impression a company leaves to the 
customers262. 
 
A recent study proved the company's assumption that their customers do not connect them with 
the French media reports and probably gives Kärcher the opportunity to respire. 
 

Analysis 

How did Kärcher attempt to save its reputation? Recognition should be given to the fact that the 
company tried to thwart the danger of a decrease in popularity rather than to restore reputation, 
in the first place. At the time the company decided to take action, it did not yet experience any 
damage. But "if this would go on for years, for years, for years – you don't know what would 
happen. It was now the right moment to react", reasons spokesman Frank Schad, "We waited 
for a long time, but it was not improving. It was time to react." 
 
In the case of Kärcher, the inertia of reputation263 becomes observable. In fact, the companies 
reputation was strong enough to create a new word in the French everyday language. When it 
was connected to the political person Sarkozy, this incorporation was so strong, that the 
company's reputation was not even touched. "For French people", explains Mr Belkaïd, "it 
means the object, not the trademark. Kärcher for many people – before that happened with 
Sarkozy - was not a trademark but a kind of action. 
 
 

"The expression so common, that the French do not  
make any connections to the brand." 264

 
 
Kärcher meanwhile distinguishes: "You have to make a difference between the reputation 
which is quite stable and to be part of this political discussion. We just wanted to stop the 
everyday misuse of our name. We weren't expecting that it really had a powerful impact on our 
reputation now. But we wanted to make clear that there's a difference between the company and 
thousands of employees, millions of customers who don't want to be in this political context. 
People with the right to do their work and to use the machines without being affected by 
politics." 
 
By saying so, Schad refers to the customers and users of Kärcher products. The company 
obviously centred them as the major stakeholders265 in this event. Simultaneously, the company 

 
260 Akram Belkaïd from La Tribune  
261 Brønn, P. (2002) Corporate Communication and the Corporate Brand, p. 2 
262 Smith, W. (2003) Give yourself a good name, p. 28 
263 Cramer, Ruefli, quoted in Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 7 
264 Akram Belkaïd from La Tribune 
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worried about it employees: "Everything we asked [the political candidates in France], was to 
consider [...] that there is a company that has nothing to do with politics, to just think of us, just 
think of our employees and our customers." 
 
The voices of the press represented the different images and reputations266 different stakeholder 
groups hold. While the German press tried to pinpoint Kärcher's political connections, the 
French press was not interested in the statements of the company. It was only after the 
announcement campaign that the French media gave some attention to them. As became 
apparent in the evaluation of Mr Belkaïd, he thought that the procedure Kärcher went through 
was not appropriate. This presents another proof that no company can serve every opinion 
group among it stakeholders equally. 
 
The different perception of the matter in the two cultures strengthens the argument, that 
reputation is a more precarious topic if a company operates internationally. In that respect a 
company must even more carefully plan its signalling activities267 such as announcements or 
interviews than regionally operating organisations. It is plausible that the greater the difference 
in culture, the more probably stakeholders may misinterpret signals268. Therefore, corporations 
must be aware of adapting their means to the different environments in which they act. 
 
Another aggravation is the distance between the subsidiaries of an internationally acting 
company. In order to prepare reactions to sudden crises, only few arrangements can be met. 
"You can set up some structures", says Kärcher, "for example that all experts are informed. It's 
not an easy thing to do – it is a large distance from Paris to the headquarters [in Germany]." 
 
In order to approach the task to act "right" in every operated country, a company needs reliable 
information about the status of its reputation. The difficulty of measuring reputation, however, 
prevent a precise and efficient management of this asset. At the time being, some companies 
rely on data from image measurements and advice consultation companies.  
 
As Gotsi and Wilson argued, reputation depending on the direct experiences with the firm an 
the communication and symbolism about it 269 . Particularly the first argument counts for 
Kärcher: "[The customers] use our machines, they know what we are standing for and that we 
are no politicians. They use their own experiences [to evaluate our products] and we expect that 
from new customers, too." The corporate success of the previous business year entitles Schad to 
say that. 
 

"Sometimes you have to wait for things to go on rather 
 than to give a statement and to make people angry. " 270

 
 
Corporate image formed by cognitive and emotional component271. It is therefore interesting 
that Mr. Belkaïd refers to emotions: "You cannot react to this problem. You cannot even give a 
humorous statement, because people then may react negatively to Kärcher." 

 
265 Schulz, H., Werner, A. (2005) Reputation Management, online reference, p. 2 
266 Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28 
267 Shapiro, quoted in Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right 

signal to the right stakeholder, p. 57 
268 Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right signal to the right 

stakeholder, p. 58 
269 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28f 
270 Akram Belkaïd from La Tribune 
271 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 20f 
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According to Coombs this yields the potential caveat of affecting people's future interactions 
with the company272. The more careful Kärcher had to be to avoid creating a disadvantage for 
themselves. 
 
Kärcher itself sensed the whole impact of media power273. At least one structure a company can 
set up in order to react to a reputational accident refers to the press. "You have to make sure 
that the communication structures are up. For example, if journalists call you, always answer. 
Not as [company X recently did] 274 , they just submerged; you couldn't reach the press 
department. These are mistakes. And you should be prepared that these things work. But you'll 
never be able to be prepared for every event, everything that may happen in the future." 
 
In order to overcome the crisis, Kärcher enforced communication with different parties, besides 
others with their employees. This corresponds with Lindblom's suggestion to inform 
stakeholders275. Distracting stakeholders was probably never an option since this might have 
drawn too much attention to the company. Mr Belkaïd figures: "If they acted now, it may restart 
the story, it may start jokes, et cetera." 
By launching newspaper announcements, however, Kärcher also influenced stakeholders as 
well as they influenced their expectations276 by clearly stating that there was no connection to 
any political candidate. This prevented potential customers to anticipate Kärcher was probably 
not only a coincidental part of the discussion.  
As became apparent in the first case, only two of the four options Lindblom suggests are 
sensible to apply when crises are not due to organisational faults.  
 
Recapitulating, the company Kärcher rather prevented than overcame reputational damage. In 
contrast to passively observing the development of their name's use in France, they actively 
went against negative connotations to the expression "Kärcher". Their approach consisted 
mainly of media contacts and declarations to the French customers via newspaper 
advertisements. At the same time, they chose the direct way by approaching the political 
persons to who the name "Kärcher" was connected and to those who used it extensively. 
 
 

5.3 Sydkraft AB 277

A Swedish energy provider invests heavily in reputation to prepare a merger 
 

Introduction on the Case 

In the night of January 8th, 2005, storm Gudrun lashed over the south of Sweden with speeds 
up to 150km/h. At that time, no one could estimate what a large impact it would have. The 
storm claimed at least 17 lives278, uprooted a total of 250 million trees279, brought down 
200.000km of electric lines280 and damaged 1.140 kilometres of cable281. Sydkraft, Sweden's 
largest energy provider then suffered the worst losses in its distribution network – almost half 

 
272 Coombs W. T., Holladay S. J. (2006) Unpacking the halo effect: reputation and crisis management, p. 267 
273 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, p. 19 
274 The named company was made anonymous. 
275 Cf. Lindblom, quoted in Balmer, J., Gray, E. (1998) Managing corporate image and corporate reputation, p. 56 
276 Cf. Lindblom, quoted in Balmer, J., Gray, E. (1998) Managing corporate image and corporate reputation, p. 56 
277 The Swedish company Sydkraft AB merged to become E.ON Sverige AB in summer 2005. This chapter does not use the 

company names exchangeably but refers to the company before the merger (Sydkraft) and after (E.ON). 
278 Erwin (storm) (2007) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gudrun_%28storm%29 
279 Unleashing Crisis Power at E.ON  (2007) http://www.esmt.org/en/105367 
280 Heden, H., Johansson, T. (2005) The Swedish Energy Market, online reference, p. 5 
281 The biggest blackout in history (2005) http://www.thelocal.se/859/20050118/ 
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of the total 663.000 Swedish customers whose power supplies were interrupted, were supplied 
by Sydkraft282. 
Ten days after the hurricane 34.000 costumers were still without electricity283 and when the 
distribution system was finally repaired, the last unlucky ones had been waiting for current 40 
days. "That was a rather long period", says Jan-Erik Olsson of E.ON Sverige AB, formerly 
Sydkraft, "and after about one week our reputation was damaged."  
 
Sydkraft's reaction consisted of a bundle of means. Instantly, all employees who were available 
were put on duty in order to repair the vast damages. A task force was set up to develop plans 
for the restoration and reparation as well as for the communication with regional and national 
contacts. An investment program was called to life which would enable the company to be 
better prepared in the repeated case of such a heavy storm. Gradually, an international work 
force, consisting of 4,500 supporters to the electricity teams, was hired284. 
Moreover, a regular forum was established: the Växjö Dialogue. To this annual meeting, 
representatives from the Swedish regions are invited, communities, local governments, 
customers and customer organisations. Each March, a new discussion is initiated on how to 
develop plans, how to improve the communication and how to organise the cooperation 
between the participants if such a natural catastrophe recurs. 
Additionally, the company compensated all affected customers; a part of which was non-
mandatory. The decision was made in order not to damage the company's reputation even 
further. An expansive venture - the sum amounted to about 200mil SEK285. 
 
Altogether, the natural catastrophe had turned into a reputational disaster which - apart from the 
compensations - cost the company 20% of their customer satisfaction score and countless 
arguments with the affected communities and customers.  
 
Two years later, in January 2007, another storm threatened the Swedish south. It's consequences 
even exceeded Gudrun's and dwarfed Sydkraft's expenses from 2005 – 450mil SEK in (partly 
non-mandatory) compensations were spent. But it paid: "After the storm this January (2007), 
we have a very good reputation, even better than before. In January 2007, after the second 
storm, E.ON Sverige AB serves as a role model for other service companies in Sweden. 
At least partially owing to the Växjö Dialogue, communities and local parties were satisfied 
with how E.ON handled the situation. 
 
 

"The national picture of us was bad. 
But now they say: 'Look at E.ON, that's the way to do it.' " 286

 
 

Analysis 

In the first annual report of the merged company, E.ON Sverige AB, the firm promises to invest 
more than SEK 10 billion287 in more reliable and improved networks288 In the recent years, 
E.ON Sverige has increased its rate of investment in electricity networks. Further improvements 
for customers are now being undertaken in respect to the knowledge and experience 
Sydkraft/E.ON gained after Gudrun. Although the rebuilding work was rapidly initiated and 

 
282 Heden, H., Johansson, T. (2005) The Swedish Energy Market, p. 9 
283 The biggest blackout in history (2005) http://www.thelocal.se/859/20050118/ 
284 Unleashing Crisis Power at E.ON.  (2007) http://www.esmt.org/en/105367, retrieved March 12th 2007, 12:40 
285 equals more than 29mil US$ 
286 Jan-Erik Olsson from E.ON 
287 equals more than 1 billion US$ 
288 E.ON Annual Report 2005, p. 4 
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involved 2 700 persons from seven countries, restoration work continued throughout 2005 
because much of the damage was extensive. During the autumn, slightly more than 500 
electricians worked on the final restoration of the networks and a total of more than 1.2mil SEK 
was invested over the year, and customers would benefit from about 15 000 kilometres of 
cables being buried.289 These facts speak for a tremendous customer orientation290. 
 
However, even if Sydkraft tried to serve its customers to overcome the crisis, it seemed as if 
their fusion with E.ON was endangered. Since corporate reputations have a great impact on the 
choice of business partners and strategic alliances291, a merger might have yielded problems for 
E.ON. Probably for that reason, the merger was delayed. The electricity net responsible agrees:  
 
 

"Yes, I think it would have had a negative impact on E.ON's reputation if 
we merged before Sydkraft's reputation was restored." 292

 
 
In crisis situations, not only partnerships but also collaboration is indispensable. "We had a 
great cooperation with the communities, especially in Småland." This region of Sweden 
suffered the most due to its wide forest areas.   
 
Since the energy market has been opened for private companies in 1996, the providers face 
severe competition. Therefore, Schultz', Hatch's and Larsen's causal finding that financial 
benefits are associated with higher reputational standing and v.v.293 is of great value to the 
energy providers. At the same time, it is self evident – if companies as E.ON monitor their 
customer satisfaction index, this might be primarily due to the additional picture one can derive 
from this score in comparison with the company's turnover. 
 
Sydkraft took their current and future employees with them. It was communicated throughout 
the whole Sydkraft group that this was an ambitious project. The set up taskforce also planned 
and monitored the internal communication of the emergency plans. Since identity, image and 
reputation are interrelated, the "we" component was important to stress. "That was a good 
experience", remembers Jan-Erik Olsson, "that we had a great challenge that everyone clearly 
saw. This clearly improved the connections between the employees. We had a good cooperation 
within the company, between the companies of the group and also internationally – between the 
Swedish and the German organisation, for example." Although all employees were included, 
the public relations department, the network company and the corporate communication 
responsibles were the main actors in this crisis situation. 
 
Among other things, this might have been due to the intense media interest that irrupted on the 
company. Especially the public anger was a welcome target for the press294. The number of 
incoming calls was infinite and at the peak, 75 employees were concerned with the 
communication of the electricity department, only. This is a tremendous amount, considering 
that under normal circumstances, five employees have the capacities to manage this duty. David 
Lindén from Region Skåne 295  explains, that despite the add on, the workforce for 

 
289 E.ON Annual Report 2005, p. 4 
290 Schulz, H., Werner, A. (2005) Reputation Management, online reference, p. 2 
291 Morley, M. (2002) How to manage your global reputation:  a guide to the dynamics of international public relations, p. 14 
292 Jan-Erik Olsson from E.ON 
293 Schultz, M., Hatch, M., Larsen, M. (2000) The expressive organisation:  linking identity, reputation, and the corporate 

brand, p. 79 
294 Compare Dean, D. (2004) Consumer Reaction to negative publicity. Effects of corporate Reputation, Response, and 

Responsibility for a crisis event, pp. 192f 
295 Region Skåne is the county administration of the latter Swedish region. 
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communication did not suffice: "The Skåne County Administrative Board had problems to 
reach Sydkraft. In 2005 the company did not have any special numbers, the Board had to use 
the same line as the complaining customers." Since stakeholder's direct experiences with a 
company determine how they regard the latter296, this seemingly inconspicuous fact can be 
assumed to have caused even more emotional charging.  
Lindén remembers: "Many people were very angry. But I think, Sydkraft did what they could 
do. And I think those people who were most damaged will remember." And in fact, the public 
seems to be partially unforgiving. Although the corporate numbers show that after six month, 
the reputation was theoretically restored, still one and a half year later a great share of Swedish 
people might suppose the brand change was due to reputation problems. This speaks for a 
reputation which it is very hard to shift297. 
 
To Sydkraft, the emotional component of how the consumers perceived the company's image298 
was grave. "After about one week [after the storm], the customers were more angry, more 
unsatisfied, the communities were blaming us for all the problems. Then, the reputation started 
to be worse."  
 
The causal attributions, customers and other involved stakeholders (e.g. Swedish communities 
and regions) changed their willingness to approach the company in the future. This was 
reflected by Sydkraft's customer satisfaction index which decreased from 65% to 45% within 
two weeks. 
Since anger can be a most powerful emotion, Dowling can only be supported in addressing this 
element of reputation separately from the cognitive299.  
 
That media strongly influences opinions300 is a well-known phenomenon. Olsson says: "We can 
say that those customers who were affected by the storm, were sort of satisfied and thought we 
did ok but the general opinion in media and in society and in the government in Stockholm 
thought we were not any good in the situation." This demonstrates, how biased perceptions 
different stakeholder groups can hold of images and reputations301 and how media can skew 
them. 
Instead of explicitly apologising, which Hooghiemistra views critical 302 , Sydkraft 
communicated their awareness of a fault and their aims to solve the arisen problems. With an 
adequate media potential, the energy provider faced the press:  
 
 

"We [Sydkraft]  stood up and said 'Ok, we have had some failures but 
we try to work hard in the future and we plan this and this and this. 

And that was the start to build our good reputation." 303

 
 
Even David Lindén from Region Skåne agrees: "I think they have managed to save their 
reputation. They have learned lessons and they were going to do better." 
 

 
296 Cf. Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28f 
297 Cramer, Ruefli, quoted in Fombrun, C., van Riel, C. (1997) The reputational landscape, p. 7 
298 Coombs W. T., Holladay S. J. (2006) Unpacking the halo effect: reputation and crisis management, p. 267 
299 Dowling, G. (2002) Creating Corporate Reputations: Identity, Image, and Performance, pp. 20f 
300 Brady, A. (2002) Profiling corporate imagery: a sustainability perspective, p. 19 
301 Gotsi, M., Wilson, A. M. (2001) Corporate reputation: seeking a definition, p. 28 
302 Cf. Hooghiemstra, R. (2000) Corporate Communication and Impression Management – New Perspectives Why Companies 

Engage in Corporate Social Reporting, p. 61 
303 Jan-Erik Olsson from E.ON 
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Reputation as a result of signalling activity304 and some stakeholders may misinterpret those 
signals 305 . This happened when Sydkraft missed to communicate their merging plans 
sufficiently. Already during the research on the impacts of the storm, it became apparent that 
some people assumed Sydkraft in fact merged with E.ON in order to change its name and make 
their shortcomings forgotten.  
This is unfortunate since Sydkraft claims to have done the exact opposite: "We had a special 
situation in 2005. Before the storm, there was a decision that we should change brand to E.ON. 
The preparation for that started in October/November 2004 and the change was settled for 
February 2005", explains Jan-Erik Olsson of E.ON in May 2007, "but because of the bad 
reputation and the low customer satisfaction index, the Sydkraft Group decided not to change to 
E.ON in February. We decided to restore the reputation in the name of Sydkraft first and then 
change to the new brand. We clearly wanted to show that we take our responsibilities and 
wanted to avoid that the public thought: 'They try to escape'." When the merger was finally 
accomplished, it had taken Sydkraft six month to restore their reputation, measured in their 
customer satisfaction index. 
 
In Sydkraft's case, stakeholder information was utmost necessary. The company in fact did 
influence its stakeholders, not the least by the compensations paid. If a company on the other 
hand bears such expenses to protect its reputation, this might be justified that stakeholders react 
more positive to the company. Distract attention was assumably impossible. It was rather 
sensible to draw attention to the new objectives of the company, as Mr Olsson states, and to 
communicate when they were accomplished. The reaction of Sydkraft/E.ON very probably also 
changed the external expectations about its future behaviour – that the company in case of a 
similar accident would be more capable. And as could be seen in January 2007, these 
expectations were fulfilled.306

At that time, another storm havocked the south of Sweden, with similar if not worse damages. 
This time, E.ON was better prepared. Not the least because of its Växjö Dialogue and the set up 
of communication strategies for crises. David Lindén acknowledges that this facilitates the 
communication with other affected regions and helps to find best practices. He enumerates the 
improvements the dialogue entailed:  
 
 

"I think they [at E.ON] were very easy to talk to and 
 they had no problem to come to all meetings and to  
talk about it. They [also] took the critique well." 307

 
 
"It was very good that E.ON set up this dialogue. I think they realised that it was a big problem 
and they tried to do something about it. This year, for example, E.ON had a direct number for 
the Board to call in. That was better." 
The company itself recognizes the difference: "That storm this January [2007], we had a very 
good reputation, even better than before. We have really managed to get a good reputation and 
good customer satisfaction in this short time. And we have also managed that the community 
says E.ON shows how an organisation can take complaints serious and turn it into something 
good." 
 

 
304 Shapiro, quoted in Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right 

signal to the right stakeholder, p. 57 
305 Dentchev, N. A., Heene, A. (2004) Managing the reputation of restructuring corporations: Send the right signal to the right 

stakeholder, p. 58 
306 Cf. Lindblom, quoted in Balmer, J., Gray, E. (1998) Managing corporate image and corporate reputation, p.  
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As Campbell states, public relations are no mean that should stand by itself if a company faces 
an emergency situation308. Sydkraft did not rely on such a slender compilation of actions. The 
company lived up to their duties and beyond this, was creative in finding new approaches 
(Växjö Dialogue). This way, the amends made would at the same time support the inter-
organisational handling of possible new catastrophes. 
 
 
In conclusion, Sydkraft invested heavily in open communication with the public. Conferences 
and meetings with customers, regional communities and their future business partner, they 
attempted to gain back their popularity. The entire corpus of means included a postponed 
merger with E.ON and the payment of partly non-mandatory compensations. It was not until 
September 2005 – half a year and heavy investments later – that Sydkraft's reputation was back 
on its former level. This fulfilled the condition to change to E.ON.  
 
 

5.4 Cross Case Analysis 
Even if these three studies cover very different kinds of reputation handicaps, they do have at 
least one denominator – it becomes apparent that any organisation has only limited control over 
its reputation309. 
 
It seems as if reputation monitoring systems are not yet established means in companies. Arla 
does measure its reputation in their home market and apart from that rely on sales figures (e.g. 
in the Middle East). Kärcher given its size, settles with collecting newspaper clippings. Finally, 
E.ON records their customer satisfaction score. 
Although reputation institutes and companies exist, specific measurement of reputation factors 
does not seem to be alluring enough to companies. From the three case studies, one can derive 
that the named companies sensed the importance of reputation. 
This can probably be explained with the overwhelming amount of state-of-the-art marketing 
and management concepts that first have to prove their value. Public relations, impression 
management etc. suffer from their own image310. 
It stands to reason that the concept of corporate reputation has to be delimited clearly enough 
from previous marketing and management myths to be taken seriously. A certain disagreement 
and a variety of adaptations in the academic landscape probably enrich the latter but prevents 
the practice from relying on either of them. 

Figure 4: Different points of action 
 
The discussed cases show different momenta when it was possible for the companies to 
intervene (see Figure 4). Kärcher reacted to first signals of a crisis, before the company 
sustained any damage. Sydkraft, on the other hand, already faced another stage. They could not 
prevent the drop of their customer satisfaction index. It was clear that the reparation of the 

 
308 Campbell, F. E. et al. (2006) Contradictions in “reputation management”, p. 192 
309 Bromley, D. B. (2001) Relationships between personal and corporate reputation, p. 320 
310 Campbell, F. E., et al. (2006) Contradictions in “reputation management”, p. 191 



49
 

 

                                                

electricity network would take longer than desirable in any case. Thus, the company could only 
react after the reputation problem was initiated. The following figure gives an overview over 
the different points of action. 
 
A possible conclusion is, that companies should take into account the stage of the crisis when a 
plan of action is developed. 
Definite cause and effect relationships cannot be drawn from single case studies but it is 
possible, that the time of reputation recovery depends on the same stages. It did not take 
Kärcher any time to "restore" their reputation since they rather protected it. Sydkraft, who 
according to the preceding pattern reacted before, spent six months on restoring their customer 
satisfaction index which was their only figure on reputation. Finally, Arla aims at overcoming 
the damage in the end of 2007, two years after the boycott of their products. 
The obvious advice that results, is to intervene as early as possible if a company's reputation is 
likely to suffer. The aggravating circumstance in this case is that the focus is on accidents 
which cannot be assumed and are in fact not likely. The question arises whether it is at all 
possible to improve existing contingency plans. 
"I think it's hard to be prepared for the unexpected", explains Jan-Erik Olsson, "We have 
learned our lessons now. If you see the storm we had this January, we were very well prepared. 
We discussed if there was another form of accident 'Are we prepared for that?' We don't really 
know. It's hard to take the experiences from one accident and put it into quite another."  
Arla shares that opinion: "We were trying to deal with a dilemma and you can never prepare for 
that. And there is no answer today that we can copy-paste…" 
The situation both companies found themselves in, were quandaries. Even, if the scale of events 
differ from another.  
 
In their approaches towards the media, the three cases have another common denominator – 
they made use of the press as a mediator. specifically, Arla and Kärcher used a similar approach 
which consisted of issuing an announcement in order to reach their consumers. In both cases, 
the announcement contained a presentation of the company and its history and an a statement 
on their view on the current situation. Arla additionally claimed their will to continue their 
business in the Middle East. Similarly, Sydkraft stated its ambitious goals and communicated 
publicly when they were reached. 
 
Which advices could the companies draw from their crisis experiences with the media? Astrid 
Gade Nielsen reflects: "You have to govern carefully [how much and which information you 
release] in such a situation. You have to be planned and to understand 'Why do we 
communicate?', 'Which message do we need to get out?' and 'How do we do that?'" 
Mr. Olssons also warns of enthusiasm: "You should be careful not be too convincing. Some 
companies have so much to say that everyone thinks they over explain, that can bee too much." 
Schad comments on the difficulty to find the middle course between these extremes: "If a PR 
crisis arrives, you have to think, to think, to think. If you don't do this, all preparations wouldn't 
help." 
 
However, not communicating with the public at all seems to be a rare choice. "Of course, you 
can consider to say nothing, to try to escape and don't make it official. We can now see that 
[company X], for example, did the opposite. They tried to make it as quiet as possible in 
Gudrun* and also in Per* and they got a very bad reputation. Everybody is angry with them. 
And they say: 'Look at E.ON, that's the way to do this'." 
At Arla, the option to hide from public pressure was dismissed: "We initially called for 
dialogue to solve this problem. We decided for a proactive approach to re-enter the Middle 

 
* Gudrun/Per: storms over south Sweden in 2005/2007 
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East. We had to react because the boycott was total and if we believed that we had a future in 
the Middle East, we needed to reach out to consumers in the area." 
 
Arla and Kärcher even accord in another matter: "It is more difficult for internationally 
operating companies to react to such a crisis. The problems with different languages and 
cultures are always underestimated." says the spokesperson of Kärcher. A company with a 
name that is hard to pronounce in many languages. 
However, Arla spokeswoman Nielsen agrees: "Yes, it is more difficult. For example, in the 
Middle East, business and religion is mixed. It is not kept separate the way we know it here [in 
Denmark]. You need to know your market, you need to know the relations in the market place 
very well in order to use [the structures]." 
Jan-Erik Olsson also sees preferences: "I don't think [it is harder] for an international company 
because [...] even during the storm, we had resources, men and materials from the E.ON group, 
it's good to be a great company with resources from abroad." 
Summarizing the success of the measures taken, the three companies managed to overcome the 
damages to their reputations. With some similar means and additional individual reactions, 
Arla, Kärcher and Sydkraft found their individual ways to handle their challenges. 
The three organisations are satisfied with the results of their efforts, they cherish the improved 
corporate feeling this experience accomplished and look ahead with new confidence. 
 
 
 
 
 

"We discussed if there was another form of accident 'Are we 
prepared for that?' We don't really know." 311

 
"If a crisis breaks out, you have to think, to think, to think and find 

your special solution that fits to the particular problem you have." 312

 
"There is no answer today that we can copy-paste…" 313

 
 

 
311 Jan-Erik Olsson from E.ON 
312 Frank Schad from Kärcher 
313 Astrid Gade Nielsen from Arla 
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5.5 Adaptation of the Reputation Management Model 
Considering the gained knowledge from the three case studies, the initial model of reputation 
can be adapted. 

Figure 5: Adapted reputation management model 

 
The new model represents the relations between the elements, referring to the outcome of the 
analysis.  
The levels of identity (image) remain collective and internal (individual and internal). In 
opposite to the initial model, the spheres of marketing and management can apparently be split 
in two disciplines. I claim that the management task is to integrate the employees in the 
restoration process and internal communication while the marketing task is to moderate the 
external communication. Certainly, the objectives can overlap in some instances. Nevertheless, 
a separation might be useful. 
Besides those two functions, the media are central in reputation crisis management. They act as 
an intensifier of the company's image. This directs the public opinion and influences the 
reputations they hold. If media information issues consistent information, thus helps to create a 
consistent reputation, the company can gain credibility from that asset. 
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6 Conclusion 
This chapter will summarize the outcomes of the current research and assess whether the initial 
research question was answered and the included objectives were achieved. 
 

6.1 Research Question and Aim of the Study 
The research question "How can apparently innocent companies restore their reputation after 
accidental damages?" has clearly been addressed in the empirical and discussion chapter which 
covered how Arla Foods amba, Alfred Kärcher GmbH & Co. KG and Sydkraft AB stood up to 
the different sudden reputational threats. 
Insight was provided to the impact of reputational crises on the companies and the strategies 
that enabled them to overcome these situations. 
 
One objective of this research was to compile a theoretical framework from which a model 
could be derived. The latter (Figure 4, p. 49) summarized the central aspects of corporate 
reputation in crisis situations and offered a solid basis for an interview manual as well as a basis 
to select the responding companies and representative stakeholders.  
 
Additionally, the congruence of theory and practice was to be investigated. As a conclusion, 
one can say that many theories accord to practical perceptions. Within the Empirical Results 
and Analysis chapter possible theoretical additions or restrictions have been addressed for each 
of the researched cases. 
 
Producing a rough guideline for companies suffering from reputation damage was the practical 
objective of the thesis. However, the outcomes of case studies are only generalizable under 
restrictions. Probably even increased research will never be able to determine a best practice to 
encounter accidental crises.  
As a result, each company found its individual way to react to the damage of its reputation. 
Despite the uniqueness of the three companies' experiences, a few parallels surfaced in the 
handling of their challenging recovery processes. Therefore, it seems satisfactory to give some 
general suggestions as a guideline for cases of reputational emergencies. 
 

6.2 Implications and Suggestions 
It became apparent that the taken means to restore the corporate reputations did in all cases 
approach the media as the most powerful tool of information release. Companies need, 
however, more knowledge about information gaps, the effect of their messages and how they 
are perceived in public. 
The least common denominator concerning the handling of sudden, non-self inflicted reputation 
crises returns following advices and implications: 
 

• The use of at least one measurement of reputation in organisations can probably detect 
weak signals of a crisis. This may accelerate the generation of potential contingency 
plans. 

• Allocate an appropriate budget to reputation restoring activities. It is important to 
countervail damages promptly. 

• One cannot be prepared. However, if a crisis hits the company, time and work force 
should be dedicated to set up an emergency plan of action with a focus on 
communication. 
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• Inform employees frequently of the current state of affairs during the reputation 

restoration. They can only support the company when they are able to determine their 
roles and tasks in the challenge. 

• Media request need to be responded. It is not advisable to create ambiguity by not 
communicating externally. Therefore, consider: "'Why do we communicate?", "Which 
message do we need to get out?" and "How do we do that?" 

• If the reputation crisis takes place in a culturally different environment, ensure local 
help from business partners and associates. 

• After a crisis, attempts should be made to consider the opportunities obtained, especially 
opportunities to improve the network which is used in an emergency situation. 
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The worthwhile problems are the ones you 

 can really solve or help solve, the ones  
you can really contribute something to.  

Richard Feynman 
 
 

7 Further Research 
This overview suggests topics for further research in the field of reputational crisis mangement 
and reputation marketing. 
 
Beyond question, the concept of corporate reputation is a very diffuse one. This proves 
beneficial since different inter-disciplinary views enrich a diversified scientific discussion and 
the academic landscape seizes from its plurality.  
However, developing an unambigious framework to measure corporate reputation, takes further 
efforts from the scientific community. Constructs that cannot be measured, are likely to suffer 
from a lack of respect and consideration in practice. In the current business world, numeric data 
counts and improvements are only worth investments if they return improved management 
ratios. Thus, the operationalisation of reputational factors is a challenging next step in 
reputation research. 
 
Sections of the way to an appropriate measure can consist of determining a more stable concept 
of the relations of reputation to other concepts. Clearer boarderlines of the terms "identity", 
"image" etc. are necessary. This would prevent discussions whether e.g. "public relations" were 
replaced by "impression management" because of its own bad reputation. It is desirable to 
redirect the scientific discussion to the core of the topic. 
 
While literature gratefully suggests strategies to act in corporate emergency situations in 
general, specific advice for reputational crises is rare. In a large part, existing studies mainly 
cover strategies to build up reputation as a buffer to possible slip-ups or assaults. Such literature 
is certainly of great value to practice, yet it should yet be complemented by first-aid action 
plans for reputational emergeny cases. 
 
Finally, cultural diversity has proved to be a major influence on corporate reputation. Further 
research could lead to specify this influence and adapt measurements to different cultural 
environments. 
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8 Quality Criteria 
Researchers can evaluate the knowledge they produce by using different criteria of validity.314 
Therefore, the critical quality criteria of this research will be referred to in the following. 
 

8.1 Trustworthiness 

Dependability 

The quality criterion of dependability315 shall answer the question whether the findings of an 
inquiry could be repeated if the latter was replicated with the same (or similar) subjects in the 
same (or a similar) context.  
In social science research, the replicability of a study is restricted by instability, phenomenal 
and design induced change within the social environment.316 It can be achieved by deriving 
theoretical inferences in the most unbiased way possible.317 In order to give readers of this 
research the chance to verify the reliability of these findings, all interviews were recorded and 
transcribed carefully and comprehensively318. This would facilitate to repeat this research in a 
similar context. 
 

Transferability 

The transferability of a study relates to the generalisability of the findings. It concerns to which 
extent the findings are applicable in other contexts or with other subjects.319  Within this 
research paper, this criterion is restricted since one limitation of case studies is their low 
capability of generalization320. This does, however, not imply that the findings are obsolete. 
 

Credibilty 

Throughout the whole research process, increased attention was paid to respecting the good 
practice. This includes to act in appropriate respect to the company and to the personal privacy 
of the respondent. To achieve a high level of credibility, the research results will be made 
available to the responding parties who review the transcripts as well as the analysis of their 
cases321 before the thesis is finalized. Applying this procedure leads to a certain balance of the 
researcher's interpretation and the intended meaning of a respondent's statement. 
 

Conformability 

Another quality criterion is the confirmability of the research undertaken.322 This refers to the 
objectivity of the study, the absence of the researcher’s personal view’s influence. Objectivity is 
almost impossible to maintain in qualitative research, it always implies a certain amount of 
personal bias.  
However, to deliver the best possible scientific standard, the researcher was cautious not to let 
her personal values deliberately influence the results. 

 
314 Cf. Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations, p. 23 
315 Bryman, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, p. 288f 
316 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V.: Epistemological Foundations. In: Thietart, R.: Doing Management Research: A 

Comprehensive Guide, p. 26 
317 Bryman, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, Oxford University Press 2003, p. 288f 
318 The transcripts can be requested from KeHo0006@student.umu.se or from Ke_Hoffmann@web.de 
319 Girod-Séville, M., Perret, V. (2001) Epistemological Foundations. In: Thietart, R.: Doing Management Research: A 

Comprehensive Guide, p. 26 
320 Cf. Daymon, C. (2002) Qualitative Research Methods in Public Relations and Marketing Communications, p. 109 
321 Brymann, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, pp. 288f 
322 Brymann, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, p. 289 
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8.2 Authenticity 
Business research quality also depends on the authenticity of the study. This demands fairness 
as well as ontological, educative, catalytic and tactical authenticity.323

By repeatedly reflecting the implications of those demands, the study is designed to comply 
with the overall requirements of authenticity criteria. 
The theoretical and practical values were continuously focused. Yet, authenticity is mainly 
aspired by transparently exposing the motivation of the research and its presumptions in the 
methodology chapters. 
 
The practical use of the findings is despite limited generalisabilty apparent. Even, if this study 
can only serve as a foundation, it offers a preliminary lifeline for unblamable companies under 
reputation pressure. 

 
323 Bryman, A., Bell, E. (2004) Business research methods, p. 288f 
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Appendix 
 
Interview Manual 
 
1a) Does your company use any self-monitoring system to react to stakeholder perspectives? 
1b) Do you monitor any other influence on the reputation of your organization? 
  

2) Concerning your position in the year XY (referring to the reputation crisis of each company) – 
what made you notice that there was a need to repair your reputation? 

  

3) Was the damage to your organization's reputation measurable, e.g. in revenue, share prices, 
number of customers? 

  

4a) Which actions did your company undertake to overcome the reputation damage? 
4b) Why did you choose to act like this? 
4c) What were specific/measurable goals of these actions? 
  

5a) Which other options did you consider? 
5b) Why did you decide against that option? 
  

6a) How was the incident and the necessary actions communicated internally? 
6b) How were the employees included/What was their role during the crises? 
  

7a) How were the incident and the necessary actions communicated externally? 
7b) In a case like yours, is it more beneficial to supply stakeholders with information or to keep quiet? 

(Why?) 
7c) Do you think stakeholders can distinguish whether your company's statement were honest or not? 
7d) If yes, do you think they rewarded this truthfulness? 
7e) Do you think a company can release too much information in a reputation crisis? 
  

8) XY months after the crises, would you say your company's reputation is back on its former level? 
  

9a) How long did/will your organization need to restore its reputation to the former level? 
9b) Was this recovery period influenced or hindered by other factors, e.g. new crisis, governmental 

support? 
  

10a) Did your company reach the goals of the reputation plan in the end? 
10b) How did you measure this success? 
10c) Are you satisfied with the results of the reputation repair? 
  

11a) Do you think it is more or less difficult for internationally operating companies to stand up to such 
a reputation crises? 

11b) Did the reputation crisis influence your company's business in other countries? 
  

12) How do you think your organization coped with the situation altogether? 
  

13a) Would you decide to act the same way again if your company faced a similar situation again? 
13b) What would you do differently and why? 
13c) Do you have an emergency concept for such unforeseen incidents? 
  

14a) Do you have any statistics on how often your company was mentioned in the media during the 
reputation crisis? 

14b) If yes, how did this frequency change during the crises compared to before and after? 
  

15a) To support my thesis, I would very much appreciate if you could send me numerical data or 
studies related to this event. Is there any chance you can send me some documents? 

15b) Do you think it is possible to interview XY (e.g. other manager, government, if involved, 
salespersons) to get an additional view on the matter? 

 
Thank you very much for participating! Your answers are of great value for my thesis. I will prepare a 
transcript and send it to you for your approval. After finishing the thesis, I will provide you with a 
copy. 
Thank you again, good bye. 



 


