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Introduction

During a recent interview for a lecturer posi-
tion, an experienced practitioner who was asked
to define public relations responded that public
relations is reputation management. At first
glance, this definiion may seem perfectly
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acceptable. Conflating public relations and
corporate reputation is, however, a somewhat
naive definitional approach which does not
engage with the complexity and richness of
cach discipline. Public relations and cc:n~porati’.11
reputation are not interchangeable — they arc!

interdependent.  Retention of distinctions
|
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between disciplines and their discrete epistemo-
logical and conceptual orientations is impor-
rant. However, while a nascent discipline is
evolving, scholarship and practice from another
discipline may be “borrowed™ and retheorized
in accordance with the emergent discipline’s
rationale, purpose, and values. OQur aim in this
chapter is to explain how the discipline of
public relations may inform the study of corpo-
rate reputation. In line with the handbook
theme, we focus on the communicative dimen-
sions of corporate reputation and concentrate
on meaning as the fundamental nexus between
the two disciplines. Our discussion outlines
definitional issues, examines a paradigmatic
shift in understandings of public relations, and
suggests how the study of corporate reputation
may be advanced by consideration of public
relations concepts, in particular, the concepts
of positionality and symbolic capital. A case
study on the discourse of productivity is pre-
sented as a vehicle to apply key public relations
coneepts to corporate reputation.

The Definitional Terrain:
Public Relations and
Corporate Reputation

Definitional teasions emerge from the sub-
jective pature of the multiple ontological,
epistemological, paradigmatic, and theoretical
arientations of various schools of thought.
Within public relations, there is tacit agreement
that the discipline is concerned with persuvasive
communication {Heath, 2001 ). Although mul-
“tivle schools of thought compete and thrive
< the discipline of public relations, the two
fmain approaches that dominate the definitional
errain may be broadly categorized as meaning
production and sensemaking (Fleath, 2001) or
clational (Ferguson, 1984; Hutton, 1999;
edingham and Bruning, 1999). Increasingly
the: boundaries between these two approaches
blurring and shifting as scholars work across
iltiple theories and themes.

though corporate reputation is a nebulous
1t define and explain, like public refations,

it is also broadly concerned with how meanings
are produced and interpreted through multiple
relarionships. Perhaps because the “definitional
landscape of corporare reputation has contin-
ued to expand drawing upon multiple litera-
rures and disciplines™ {Barnett er al., 20006, p.
26), corporate reputation has yet to reach any
general definitional consensus. Early defini-
tional work focused on the identity and image
aspects  of corporate  reputation. Powling
(1994) defined corporate reputation as “the
evaluation (respect, esteem, estimation) in
which an organizations image is held by peopie”
(p. 8). Argenti and Druckmiller (2004)
expanded on the identity definitional dimen-
sions and referred to reputation as “the collec-
tive representation of multiple constituencies’
images of a company, built up over time and
based on a company’s identity programs, its
performance and how constituencies have per-
ceived its behavior” (p. 369). Drawing together
these definitions, Watson (2010, p. 340) sug-
gested that reputation is a “collective represen-
tation™ of images and perceptions — “the sum
of predictable bebhaviours, relasionships, and
two way commupication undertaken by an
organization as judged affectively and cogni-
tively by its stakeholders over a period of time™
{Watson, 2010, p, 340). Watson’s definition
offers a public relations-oriented lens for under-
standing corporate reputation as a communica-
tive function concerned with organizational
identity, and relational and perceptual issues.
Gray and Balmer’s (1998) definition of corpo-
rate reputation as “the perception of a firm”
may be integrated with Watson’s definitional
explanation to form a working definition of
corporate reputation for this chapter.

Barnett ¢ al. (2006} classified the defini-
tions of corporate reputation into thematic
clusters termed “awareness,” “assessment,” and
“asset,” which simplified the range of defini-
tional understandings of corporate repuration,
The definitional approach we adopt above fits
within the awareness definitional cluster, Provoc-
atively, Barnett et 2. (20006, p. 36) suggested
that it may be tme to move away from def-
initions  that relate ro  gwareness {images,
perceptions} to define reputation in terms of
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assessment (estimation, judgment, evaluation,
and opinion). Preferences for quasi-scientific
definitions that address quantitative issues of
measurement, assessment, and evaluadon do
not, however, actually explain what a discipline
is — they are, instead, linked to the need for
nascent disciplines to establish academic rigor
and legitimacy. Another definitional issue is
that too often academics tey to develop com-
pound definitional statements that summarize
cvery possible dimension of a discipline.
However, we eschew the need for a single
commeon definition and suggest, instead, that
it is crucial that scholars and practitioners
develop and sclect definitions that are based on
“research concerning what organizations are
actually doing™ (Huton et al., 2001, p. 248)
and take into account definitional context, rel-
evance, and salience.

We also advocate for a tentative new defini-
tional ¢luster that concentrates on meaning as
a defining feature of corporate reputation. Cor-
porate reputation, we arguc, is simultancously
a meaning creation and sensernaking construct.
Rhetorical {Heath, 1992, 2001; Thlen, 2002)
and discursive (Leitch and Motion, 2010;
Motion and Leitch, 1996) approaches in public
relations focus our attention on meaning, tan-
guage, and change, and have much to offer
corporate reputation. Discourse, with its associ-
ated concept of positioning, offers significant
potential for extending the conceptual under-
pinning of corporate reputation. In  later
sections of this chapter, we expand on how
public relations offers a set of discursive applica-
tions that may be used to enhance corporate
reputations by communicating the complex
realities of an organization and aligning behav-
jor with socictal expectations.

Development of a cluster of relational defini-
tions is also important for corporate reputation.
Definitions that assume an organizationn may
control its reputation arc deeply problematic
(Brenn, 2010). Relationships may perhaps be
managed, but they cannot be controlled (Leitch
and Neilson, 2001). Power, roo, has not fea-
tured prominently in the corporate reputation
definitional landscape — contemporary public
relarions research is rapidly advancing rescarch

in this area {see, c.g., Edwards, 20006; Heath
et al., 2010).

Moving beyond narrow constrained quasi-
scientific orientations to seck public relations
contributions for meaning and rcladon-
oriented corporate  reputation definitional
clusters has the potential to open up rather than
close down the development of corporate repu-
ration as a discipline.

Paradigmatic Shifts:
Public Relations

There bas been a recent shift on how we under-
stand the paradigmatic foundations of the
rapidly evolving discipline of public refations.
Early work by Trujillo and Toth (1987} sug-
gested that we could classify public refations
processes and practices into functional, inter-
pretive, and critical paradigms according to the
goals or intentions of an organization. Func-
tionalist public relavions was concerned with
“measurable, quantifiable indicators of organi-
zational effectiveness and efficiency.” Grunig
and Hunt’s (1984) systems work is often cited
as an carly example of such work which then
jater evolved into the “excellence™ approach.
Luterpretive public relations, as suggested by
Trujilto and Toth (1987}, is concerned with the
symbolic aspects of organizational communica-
tion and concentrates on meaning-related
issucs. Work within this paradigm includes
sensemaking, and thetorical and cultural
approaches. Heatl’s (1992, 2001) work on
rhetoric is a well-established leader within this
paradigmatic framework as is the pioncering
work of Sriramesh (1992) on culture and public
relations. The third paradigm that Trujillo and
Toth (1987) identified is the crizical public
relations approach that “rreats organizations as
idcological and material arenas for power, influ-
ence and control” (p. 216). Issues of power,
change, and politics dominate this paradigm,
which critique inequitable power relations,
opaque or dishonest communicative cfforts;
and manipulative public relations practices and
argue for radical social change. The critical
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paradigm is emerging as an increasingly popular
and productive field of research that owes much
to the carly works of Ewen (1996) and L’Erang
and Pieczka (1996).

The Trujillo and Toth (1987) paradigmatic
framework has provided an extremely useful
approach for categorizing public relations ori-
entations and may also apply to corporate repu-
ation scholarship. However, the paradigmatic
framework was derived from organizarional
studies work and therefore reflected organiza-
tonal imperatives. A significant quantum of
public relations research now focuses beyond
the organization to individual, national, and
societal imperatives. Corporate reputaton should
also take into account the expectations of civil
socicty {Taylor, 2010). Another limitation of
the Tryjillo and Toth (1987) framework
for public relations is that emergent public
relations schools of thought and theoretical ori-
entations may traverse paradigmatic boundaries
and will not casily fit within the framework.
Perhaps these observations of the limitations of
a paradigmatic framework constitute a useful
insight for the study of corporate reputation — it
is fine to borrow from other disciplines, but in
time, externally derived theories, frameworks,
and models need to be adapted or redeveloped
to reflect disciplinary progress.

Heath (2010, p. 1} suggests that the three
dominant paradigms of public relations may
now be redefined as “management adjustive,
discourse engagement and normatgve /critical/
cthical.” These categories offer more scope for
accommoadating approaches that sit outside the
organizationally derived framework and cross-
paradigmatic schools of thought, such as the
study of public relations of nations (see, e.g.,
~E’Erang, 2004; Toledano, 2005).

Management Adjustive

Heath (2010) explains that the systems
2pproach to public relations may now be
b_s_umcd within a management adjustive para-
gm- that takes into account developments in
anagerial theory and practice. He suggests

that a proactive philosophy has now developed
through issues management that guides
organizational responsiveness to complexity
and chaos. The aim is to align interests and
to develop murually beneficial relationships
through managerial processes. Corporate repu-
tation work must also be proactive and future
focused, scanning for potential issues, manag-
ing meaning, and responding in accordance
with societal expectadons (see Coombs, 2010;
Coombs and Holladay, 2002; Heath, 1997). A
full discussion of this approach and the implica-
tions for corporate reputation is presented
within the chapter by Robert Heath in this
handbook.

Discourse Engagement

Within the discourse engagement paradign,
there is a focus on participative and collabora-
tive communication. Discourses may be under-
stood as sets of meanings or systems of
knowledge that construct how we know, under-
stand, and talk about the world. Fairclough
(1992) identificd those who actively attempt to
manage discourse as “professional technolo-
gists who research, design and provide training
in discourse practices” (p. 8). Public refations
practitioners and their meaning production
work function as discourse technologists
{Motion and Leitch, 1996) who seck to
develop, popularize, and transform discourse
by introducing “new ways of thinking™ (Leitch
and Motion, 2010, p. 103) and by influencing
how we think about objects, subjects, and strat-
egies {Foucault, 1972). Those who attempt to
shape and manage corporate reputation in an
cffort to create positive identification with and
legitimacy for particular organizations may also
be thought of as discourse technologists or
“reputation management advocates” (Futron
et al, 2001, p. 249).

Attempts to mapage reputation are con-
cerned with what an organization means, how
it is positioned in relation to other organi-
zations, and stakeholder interpretations of
corporate behavior. Discourse offers a strategic
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vesource that individuals and organizations may
deploy in their corporaie reputation work.
Change may be legitimated, drawing upon dis-
cursive legitimization strategies to conform
with, circumvent, or contest existing power/
knowledge relations and to produce truth
{Foucault, 1980) in relation to their corporate
reputations. Efforts to gain acceptance for a
desired corporate reputation straregy need to
be implemented in such a way that associated
communicative and behavioral practices are
accepted as the ethical, approved norm. Increas-
ingly, engagement and participative communi-
cation processes (De Bussy, 2010; Hughes and
Demetrious, 2006; Motion and Leitch, 2008)
are developed to cocreate shared micanings and
agreements  about stakeholder and societal
expectations and establish acceptable practice
(Botan and Taylor, 2004, Taylor, 2010). At the
heart of all reputational efforts is the attempt
to fix cerrain meanings and overturn others - a
discourse engagement orientation offers corpo-
rate reputation advocates and scholars a rich
resource for advancing understanding of a
meaning-oriented paradigim.

Normative/Critical/
Ethical Paradigm

The normative/critical/ethical paradigm, as
suggested by Heath (2010), focuses on respon-
sibility and socicral obligations. The aim of
public relations is vicwed as building harmony
and resolving discord. A myriad of approaches
may be identified within this paradigm
that  includes, for example, postmodern
(Holtzhausen, 2000; Mclie, 2001, 2010),
poststructuralist (Motion and Leitch, 2009),
and posteolonial critiques (McKie and Munshi,
2007), themes of power, globalization, diver-
sity and change (Bardhah and Weaver, 2011;
Curtin and Gaither, 2007; Edwards and
Hodges, 2011; Heath er al, 2010; Sriramesh
and Verdig, 2009), and ethics and corporate
responsibility (Cheney and Christensen, 2001
L’Etang, 1995). Bardhah and Weaver (20113

and Heath (2010) pointed o an cmergent
multidisciplinary and multidimensional blend-
ing of paradigmatic approaches, For Heath
(2010), guiding principles for pubic refations
emphasize proactive adjustment, collaborative
communication, and responsible behavior.
Simply stated, Feath suggests that an organiza-
tion should adjust its behavior to focus on
mutual interests and benefits that meet societal
ideals and expectations, communicate collabao-
ratively through discourse to develop shared
meanings, and behave ethically. This philoso-
phy provides guidelines for organizations and
offers a neat fit with the objectives of corporate
reputation work.

Theoretical Resources

Within this section, we highlight several
germane, meaning-related  theories  within
public refations that are potential resources for
the study of corporate reputation. Significant
work has been undertaken in public relatons
to apply social theory to public relagions (Ihlen
et al, 2009), focusing on “reflexivity and
reflective modes rather than emphasizing effec-
tivity or efficiency” (Bentele and Wehmeier,
2009). This work is a valuable resource for the
study of corporate reputation because public
rclations efforts directly impact on and partially
create corporate reputations, One possible
application of social theory that may readily
contribute to the study of corporate reputation
is Bourdicu’s (1986) theory of capital, which
has been applied within public relations
(Edwards, 2006, 2009; Ihlen, 2005, 20093,
The concept of symbolic capital, we argue, is
highly salient for the study of corporate repu-
ration. Symbolic capital provides those that
have it (whether individuals, organizations, or
nations), the power to determine and imposc a
version of the world through language
{Bourdieu, 1977, 1987). We proposc that a
useful way of understanding symbolic capital is
that it is concerned with the power of meanings
and that some meanings convey significant
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vatue, Symbolic capital is therefore inextricably
linked with discourse, and attention should
focus on the discursive formation, modifica-
rion, and transformation of meaning, as well as
focus on the rules that anderpin corporate
reputation work. Corporate reputation work is
also concerned with normalizing and legitimiz-
ing certain ideas and defining positions and
functions. Positive reputations and the mean-
ings associated with an organizadon are a form
of symbolic capital for organizations.

Organizations may attempt to deliberately
manage their reputation and maximize their
symbolic capital by adopting and claiming pos:-
tionsin relation to identity or issues, An organi-
zation’s corporate reputation will partly evolve
from and reflect promotional strategics and the
products or service it sells. Positioning strate-
gies in relation to competitors and market
context are a significant consideration for cor-
porate reputation work, Within a market, repu-
tation may be assessed in relation to competitors
and contextualized in terms of, for example,
temporality or global politics.

Positioning may also be considered in rela-
don to discourse and identity formation.
Organizations may adopt or claim positions
within a discourse that carry identity implica-
tions that offer “a conceptual repertoire and a
location™ (Davies and Harré, 1990, p. 46}
within and across a complex network of dis-
courses which align with a pardeatar worldview.
Pasitions, however, are not only linked to iden-
tity. They may also be political in nature and
issue related (Roper, 2005). This type of posi-
tioning is understood as the adoption of a “dis-

_course™ position because it is a declaration of
- where an organizaton is locatesd in relation to
san issuc. Claiming or advocanng a particular
discourse position has significant reputational
‘effects- and  implications when a  particular
Sworldview is advocated, interest in an issue is
eclared, and the stakes are identified (Motion,
1999). Those secking to advocare particular
! péltaticanal strategies have a number of posi-
tie ning options to consider including identity
formation, meaning creation, competitive dif-
sntiation, and promotional possibilitics,

which will maximize symbolic capital in the
market and more broadly in civil society.

Case Study: Corporate
Reputation ~ A Productivity
Perspective

Productivity is a significant public relations
issue for government and corporate reputa-
tional work. Within this section, we offer a case
study that examines how New Zealand organi-
zations respond to a government-driven public
refations cffort to increase productivity. The
aim of the case study is to offer insights into
how discursive, symbolic, and positioning strat-
cgies are played out and offer a praxis-oriented
platform to discuss and theorize corporate rep-
utation. Fhe research outlined in this case study
is part of a larger funded program that explores
the ways in which firms from the New Zealand
food and beverage sector help to build produc-
tivity. The case study is based on interviews
with key informants, typically organizational
managers, CEQs, and/or owners, from 15
food and beverage case organizations in New
Zealand. New Zealand’s food and beverage
firms employ one in five New Zealanders, con-
tribute half of the total exports, and comprise
10% of gross domestic product (“Backing our
strengths,” 2008; Evans, 2007; Winger, 2005).

New Zealand managers explained char they
adopted a *niche” positioning strategy and
built reputations differentiated by quality,
innovation, or philosophy. Niche positioning
addressed some of the factors that limit produc-
tivity, in particular, the size of the frm {in terms
of resources available and competitive strategy)
and country attributes (the size of the New
Zealand market). New Zealand firms seruggle
to choose an appropriate positioning strategy
for international markets: “I didn’t want to
look like a New Zealand company overseas, 1
wanted to look more local, but the feedback
was ‘push the fact that you are from New
Zealand, we love it over here’.” New Zealand
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organizations rarely have internationally well-
established reputations that will make an impact
in global markets — New Zealand’s identity and
reputation as “clean and green” has greater
potential leverage and impact.

Reputational advantages that provide some
power to negotiate the global markerplace may
also be derived from communicating how
smaller size can be an advantage. For example,
one informant notes that “the fact that we are
a smaller company, we run smaller drives; we
can be a bit nimble so if somebody wants a
hundred tonne of this or that, we’ll change
specification for them.” Adaptability, then,
presents comnunicagive possibilities for corpo-
rate reputation.

Clever positioning allowed particular mean-
ings to be established that may potentially
increase reputadonal value in terms of being
perceived as an innovative firm. The meanings
associated with a firm have a significant impact
on reputation and may be sourced from preex-
isting aspects of the organization rather than
something new. Rescarch and development,
production method, the way you treat your
workforce, how you choose what goes in
your product (quality), nutritional  value,
medicinal property, acsthetic property, safety
dimensions, and country of origin all impact on
reputation and may offer possibilities for gen-
erating symbolic capital. The meanings that a
consumer associates with an organization, for
example, production methods, may be lever-
aged for promotional and reputational purposes:

Interviewee 1: There is some differentiation
coming in terms of the way our cartle are
garmed — they're grass fed versus grain
fed . . . there are more health issues [ benefits]
that are being discovered about that method
of farming that we use in New Zealand.

Interviewee 2: [Its] a selling point: the
health, the grass fed thing, [rec range as
opposed to intensively farmed. They’re what
the consumer wants to hear . . . .

Symbolic capital evolved from promoting the
method of production and offered significant
reputational advantages. In this next example,

messages about food safety generate reputa-
tional advantages:

We've gone out with a branded programuine
where we're wrapping a very swrong food
safety story or putting rogether a food safety
brand. . . . We've got New Zealand MAY that
certify every paddock. ... In the Japanese
marker they're most concerned about food
safety. So we can . . . promote a food safety
programme that our competitors haven’t been
able to do.

These approaches offered alternative ways of
generating symbolic capital and focused aten-
tion on meaning creation processes. Positioning
strategics impacted on the meanings associated
with an organization’s reputation and suggest
that a more nuanced mode of interpreting
productivity, market possibilities, and con-
strainis is vital. Reexamining all the clements of
an organization’s practices and adjusting them
in accordance with socictal norms and ethics
may successfully reposition an organization’s
reputation in the marketplace and generate
symbolic capital.

Conclusion

Within this chapter, we have offered insights
on how the study of corporate reputation
may benefit from the discipline of public rela-
tions. The discussion centered primarily on
the importance of meaning as a foundational
concept for understanding and working with
corporate reputation. Within public relations
scholarship, as Heath (2010, p. 1) points out.
a thorough discussion of meaning is now taking
place in order o “cocreate enactable collective
sense making and interest alignment.” Corpo
rate reputation advocates would find a rich
source for theory building by exploring the
meaning and relationship schools of though
and adopting the paradigmatic public relation:
principles of adjustment, collaborative commu
nication, and ethical behavior. :
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