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Abstract 

Title: “To communicate or not to communicate” - A case study of how corporate 

brands use corporate communication in order to rebuild a harmed corporate reputation. 

 

Background: The shift from product- to corporate branding have resulted in a wider 

reach for organizations: containing both internal- and external stakeholders, that have 

resulted in that a corporate brand has to bear in mind of the importance of presenting 

itself as a cohesive brand throughout the different stakeholders. This in turn can be 

accomplished through corporate communication strategies. It is further crucial for a 

corporate brand to ensure that the stakeholders share the same corporate identity. A 

highly recognized tool to strengthen the brand is referred to CSR activities that come 

with potential benefits in terms of corporate reputation.  

 

Research questions:  
● How do organizations manage a harmed corporate reputation? 

- How do organizations use different communication channels to achieve this? 

- Do organizations differentiate their corporate communication towards internal- 

and/or external stakeholders? If so, how? 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to identify how companies deal with a brand 

crisis and what communication strategies they use in order for them to rebuild their 

harmed corporate reputation.  

 

Method: A qualitative study consisting of 80 hours fieldwork among with one semi-

structured and four unstructured interviews with internal stakeholders at the global 

”Company X”. 

 

Conclusion: A harmed corporate reputation is managed through strategic corporate 

communication. However, the communication is differentiated depending on whether 

internal or external stakeholders are targeted. The communication channels used in 

order to rebuild the corporate reputation refers to i.e. the website externally and the 

intranet internally speaking. In most cases, a brand crisis has been treated with silence 
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towards external stakeholders but however eagerly and straightforward to internal 

stakeholders.  

 

Keywords: Brand crisis, corporate brand, corporate identity, corporate reputation, 

CSR and corporate communication  
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1. Introduction 

In this chapter, an introduction about this study’s keywords will be presented to be 

able to provide the reader with a clear understanding of what this study is about and 

furthermore, why the area was chosen, followed by the research questions, purpose 

and the contributions by this study. 

 

1.1 Background 

Previous studies within marketing have claimed that the main focus for managers is 

to build a “strong” brand (Kay, 2006). Anderson and Narus (2004) argue that brands 

serve the same purpose regardless of which market they act within. This is based on 

the fact that they facilitate the identification of the business and its products on one 

hand, and differentiate themselves from their competitors on the other by branding 

(ibid). A well-spread myth within branding refers to the fact that a “brand” is simply 

a name or a logo (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007). It is argued that a brand is so much 

more than that: 

 

- “They are a guarantee of quality, origin, and performance, thereby increasing 

the perceived value to the customer [...]” (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007, p.358).  

 

Another aspect to bear in mind when referring to a “brand”, especially within the 

B2B sector, is the fact that branding has a wider reach and include all stakeholders: 

from suppliers to employees to customers (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007). One way of 

attaining this is by shifting from product branding towards emphasizing corporate 

branding, partly as a result of the globalization (Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003). Recent 

literature emphasizes that corporate branding is an entity of mixed components, as 

corporate identity, corporate values and corporate image (Balmer and Gray, 2003; 

Harris and de Chernatony, 2001; Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003), that may contribute to 

brand successfulness at different levels within the organization (Morsing, Cheney 

and Christensen, 2008).  

 

Biraghi and Gambetti (2015) defines a corporate brand as the organization’s stated 

offering provided to its stakeholders, which is also the definition that will be used in 

this study. Vernuccio (2014) mentions that a corporate brand is developed through 
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the top management communication skills to be able to communicate the identity of 

the organization throughout the different levels of the firm making the brand 

cohesive and solid. This means that a successful corporate brand has managed to 

present itself as a unique and distinctive brand throughout the stakeholders by 

implementing successful corporate communication strategies (Biraghi and 

Gambetti, 2015). In other words, a strong corporate brand has managed to 

communicate a cohesive brand throughout the whole organization (ibid). 

Furthermore, it is argued that the corporate brand is the representation of the 

organization’s products (ibid). However it can also be the main factor that provides 

the unique value proposition of the organization towards its stakeholders (ibid).  

 

One successful and distinct example of good strategic corporate communication that 

resulted in a positive reputation of the corporate brand can be referred to the 

communication manager of a well-known Swedish traveling agency (Heide and 

Simonsson, 2014). During the tsunami catastrophe in 2004, she acted rapidly and 

made a public statement about the situation and how the organization would handle it 

in best practice (Thunberg, 2005). As a result of this, she came to be viewed as a 

national heroine in a short matter of time (Heide and Simonsson, 2014). This due to 

that she acted rapidly and her statement was genuine, which in turn lead to that 

external stakeholders felt trust towards the organization in how they were going to 

handle the situation (Bodin, 2014).  

 

As corporate branding concerns all the different levels within and outside an 

organization it is of great importance of studying and ensuring that all stakeholders 

share the same corporate identity (Biedenbach and Manzhynski, 2016). It is crucial 

that all parties within the value chain have the understanding and tools necessary to 

adapt to the brand and how changes within the process could affect the brand 

(Czinkota, Kaufmann and Basile, 2014). All stakeholders must therefore act and co-

operate to ensure that they contribute to developing best practices in order to create, 

grow and maintain a sustainable brand (ibid).  

 

It is argued that a strong brand require that all parties within the value chain need to 

co-operate in the different activities and processes and share the organizational value 

(Biedenbach and Manzhynski, 2016). As a matter of fact, interested and powerful 
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stakeholders have the ability to contribute significantly to the company according to 

previous research (Gregory, 2007).  

 

There is a growing interest in which various companies want to learn more about the 

concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and thereafter attempting to 

implement it into their businesses strategies (Kumar and Christodoulopoulou, 2014; 

Supanti, Butcher and Fredline, 2015). As a result of this, CSR activities have become 

a more frequently recognized and embraced phenomenon within organizations to use 

as a marketing tool in order to strengthen the brand (ibid). This is due to the fact that 

organizations want to recognize and share the information of how their actions 

impact the future prospects (ibid), but also differentiate themselves from competitors 

to gain competitive advantage (Tollin and Vej, 2012). Furthermore, it has been 

shown to be beneficial for organizations regarding financial outcomes as well 

(Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015), but most importantly: to generate branding benefits for 

the corporate brand (L. Brock, Liu, Wong, Shi and Chu, 2014). However, even 

though organizations succeed to implement strategies and policies like CSR within 

their business strategies, there have been several cases in the past where the 

reputation of the corporate brand within organizations have been harmed (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2015; Greyser, 2009; Ruggie, 2013). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

Even though CSR has become an increasing trend for organizations to implement, 

previous studies shows that it may cause some consequences regarding the brand 

reputation if it gets implemented (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; Tsarenko and Tojib, 

2015). This is due to the fact that the public will have its expectations when CSR 

becomes a part of the corporate identity and reputation, and if it is not delivered 

accordingly, it causes threats towards the corporate reputation (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2015). Theses types of threats can be referred to as CSR-based challenges 

which can, in turn, create a reputational risk that can escalate into a brand crisis 

(ibid). However, what has become a central role when dealing with this type of crisis 

is the use of communication in different aspects (Greyser, 2009; Tsarenko and Tojib, 

2015).   
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Poor management in the organization is another reason why involved parties have 

not lived up to implemented CSR initiatives (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). This in turn 

can cause corporate scandals that can easily develop into a brand crisis (ibid). The 

definition of crisis that will be used in this study is: 

 

- “the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important 

expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety, environmental, and 

economic issues and can seriously impact an organization’s performance and 

generate negative outcomes” (Coombs and Holladay, 2015, p. 146). 

 

These sort of crises can be referred to well-known companies such as Nike, Walmart 

and Shell (Greyser, 2009; Heineman, 2014; Ruggie, 2013) where both performance-

related actions and value-related actions have affected the corporate brand 

negatively. Performance-related actions refer to defective products or services while 

value-related actions involve ethical and social issues caused by organizational 

actions (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). To avoid these scenarios, the brand managers 

should protect their brands, its values and consistency throughout its stakeholders 

(Biedenbach and Manzhynski, 2016). This in turn can be linked with what Balmer 

and Gray (1999) mentions, by saying there is a need for the managers to understand 

the organization’s corporate identity as it encompasses the issues as the business 

culture and scope among others. However, Biraghi and Gambetti (2015) addresses 

the lack of strategic managerial guidelines in research of how it should be done to get 

as much as possible out of the brand.  

 

However, this leads to the question how corporate brands can regain and rebuild its 

reputation after a crisis has occurred and what type of communication tools they need 

in order for them to succeed. Thus, the communication among the stakeholders 

should be built upon trust and recognized as an asset, as they even have the 

capability of damaging the organization if necessary (Biraghi and Gambetti, 2015). 

Previous research has shown gaps in terms of theories regarding corporate branding 

and these corporate communications, perhaps as a result of that the phenomenon is 

highly practiced dependent which in turn have lead to that the theoretical senses have 

lagged behind (Cornelissen, Christensen and Kinuthia 2012).    
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What previous research states are that communication is the key to being able to 

work through a brand crisis derived from CSR actions (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; 

Greyser, 2009; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). The question is clearly no longer if, but 

rather to whom and how communication should be used, but also if this should be 

done differently depending on internal and external stakeholders (Frandsen and 

Johansen, 2011). They do furthermore state that there is a significant need to 

differentiate the stakeholders: internal and external, that is involved in the crises 

(ibid).  Though, there is a gap within previous research addresses the lack of specific 

communication strategies to deal with this kind of crisis. However, previous research 

that has been done has shown to have a primary focus on the communication with 

external stakeholders (such as customers and media) with the aim of protecting and 

restoring the harmed corporate reputation (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011). This study 

will seek to understand the importance of having developed communication 

strategies for dealing with a brand crisis caused by a CSR mistake and what type of 

corporate communication: internal and external, an organization use in order to 

rebuild their reputation after a brand crisis has occurred.   

 

1.3 Research question 

● How do organizations manage a harmed corporate reputation? 

- How do organizations use different communication channels to achieve this? 

- Do organizations differentiate their corporate communication towards 

internal- and/or external stakeholders? If so, how? 

 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to identify how companies deal with a brand crisis and 

what communication strategies they use in order for them to rebuild their harmed 

corporate reputation.  

 

1.5 Managerial contribution 

By conducting this study, a managerial contribution will be referred to organizations 

with both non-existing and existing corporate communication strategies in rebuilding 

a corporate reputation that has been harmed by a brand crisis. This is due to that, 
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organizations with non-existing strategies can be provided knowledge in how other 

organizations deal with this. Furthermore, it will contribute to a better understanding 

for organizations with corporate communication strategies to see it from other 

perspectives and how they possibly could develop and work differently with their 

strategies.  
 

1.6 Academical contribution 

The academical contribution by this study refers to filling in the gap of specific 

communication strategies that can be used within organizations to deal with brand 

crises and a harmed corporate reputation. This due to the fact that theoretical senses 

has lagged behind in comparison to the highly used practice of building a strong 

corporate brand and corporate reputation through CSR activities. It will moreover 

contribute to the general gap in previous research in how corporate communication 

can be used as a tool to strengthen the corporate brand. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

This chapter presents and introduces the key concepts that will be used throughout 

the entire study. To be able to broaden the reader's understanding of the theory, 

different aspects that is used to explain each concept will be further defined under 

each concept. The theoretical framework is divided into four different main sections: 

“Corporate brand identity”, “Corporate reputation”, “Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR)” and “Communication”. 

  

2.1 Corporate brand identity 

According to Harris and de Chernatony (2001), an effective corporate brand requires 

consistent messages throughout the stakeholder groups about the brand’s identity. 

This should be done by corporate communication in which the identity and 

reputation is formed (Balmer and Gray, 1999). This is due to that it provides an 

interface between the different environments: internal and external by doing so 

(Balmer and Gray, 2003).  

 

Brand identity will in this study be defined as: 

 

- “An internal construct that represents what organization managers want the 

brand to be” (He, Harris, Wang, and Haider, 2016, p.131)  

 

However, what the actual difference between corporate branding and corporate 

identity appears to be limited discussed (Balmer and Gray, 2003). Harris and de 

Chernatony (2001) argues that the difference between the concepts lays in the 

different values of them. Balmer and Gray (1999) mentions that brand identity is 

linked to strategic management in which there is a need for the managers to 

understand the firm’s corporate identity as it encompasses the issues as the business 

culture and scope among others. However, Biraghi and Gambetti (2015) addresses 

the lack of managerial guidelines in research of how it should be done to get as much 

as possible out of the brand.  

 

The center of brand identity refers to the brand vision and culture in which the core 

purpose and core values provide a guiding principle system (Harris and de 



  
 

8 

Chernatony, 2001). The organization’s vision must, therefore, be accepted and 

embedded within the firm and by its members in order to be able to identify 

themselves with, and contribute to the organization (Gregory, 2007; Balmer and 

Gray, 2003). This is due to that employees have come to play a major role in 

corporate branding (Balmer and Gray, 2003; Balmer and Greyser, 2006; Harris and 

de Chernatony, 2001; Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003; Kaufmann, Loureiro and 

Manarioti, 2016), as they are the keys to the relationship between the firm and all its 

stakeholders (Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003), both internally as well as externally 

(Harris and de Chernatony, 2001). Furthermore, the shared values within an 

organization have a central part in facilitating the perception of the brand (Harris and 

de Chernatony, 2001; Kaufmann et al., 2016). Therefore, all personnel should be 

valued and seen as corporate marketers (Balmer and Greyser, 2006), or brand 

ambassadors (Harris and de Chernatony, 2001). This due to that they can either 

reinforce or undermine the credibility of the organization’s advertised 

communication (Harris and de Chernatony, 2001).  

 

Another continuously recognized implication of corporate branding refers to the 

stakeholders; internal as well as external, as covenants to the brand (Balmer and 

Greyser, 2006). Furthermore, it is argued that the contractors or participants have an 

organic relationship with the corporate brand (Gregory, 2007). Therefore, a key 

attribute refers to the multiple exchange relationships that are included within a 

corporate brand and its networks (Balmer and Greyser, 2006), as a corporate brand is 

not limited to the internal organization (Balmer and Gray, 2003), but rather to a wide 

range of corporations, subsidiaries and other networks that concern the corporate 

brand (Balmer and Greyser, 2006). Well-working relationships are therefore crucial 

for the different parties to create recognition and awareness of the brand name and 

logotype, and more particularly signs that assure the true pledge, and the promise of 

the brand (Balmer and Gray, 2003). According to Anker, Kappel, Eadie, and Sandøe 

(2012), a brand promise is when the organization state a statement about the brand 

and then be able to deliver accordingly to the stated statement towards the whole 

organization and its consumers. Furthermore, by integrating and supporting one 

another in knowledge and resources, all parties within the relationship can attain 

mutual benefits (Gregory, 2007). 
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Organizations with strong corporate brands have furthermore seen to have higher 

brand equity (generating more revenue thanks to a well-known brand) than others 

(Biraghi and Gambetti, 2015). It is also suggested that organizations benefit from 

other than employee commitment by corporate branding, namely financial advantage 

(Balmer and Gray, 2003) and economic value (Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003).  

 

2.2 Corporate reputation 

In order for companies to become successful, there is a cruciality of developing a 

good and positive reputation of the corporate brand (Herbig and Milewicz, 1993). 

Within and throughout this study, corporate reputation will be defined as:  

 

- “A corporate reputation is a stakeholder’s overall evaluation of a company 

over time. This evaluation is based on the stakeholder’s direct experiences 

with the company, any form of communication and symbolism that provides 

information about the firm’s actions [...]” (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012, p. 1057). 

 

Reputations refer to the interaction across the different parties attached to the 

organization, both internally within the organization but also externally with all its 

stakeholders (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). As reputation is an aggregated perception of 

the stakeholders attached to the corporate brand, it is impossible for organizations to 

own the corporate brand and its reputation fully (ibid) Further, a corporate reputation 

is not developed nor used at a specific point in time, but rather over a period of time 

(ibid).   

 

Reputation can be seen as a strategic resource for an organization in gaining a 

sustainable competitive advantage (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). Thus, a good corporate 

reputation can contribute to a difficulty of replication by competitors (Fetscherin and 

Usunier, 2012), but also attract stakeholders and their engagement (Abratt and 

Kleyn, 2012). Positive reputation of an organization refers to ethical conduct such as 

being a good employer and respecting the workers as examples (ibid). By the right 

actions and satisfaction of the stakeholders, reputations could be favorable in terms 

of profitability as economical returns, successful relationships with clients and 

furthermore business survival (ibid) 
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As a result of the possible positive outcomes of good corporate reputation, there is an 

importance of ensuring that the reputations remain positive (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012) 

as a key dimension of corporate reputation refers to trust (Greyser, 2009). If the trust 

would be harmed, a consumer might be “hurt” and let down by the organization as 

they would feel “hurt” in social contexts (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). A harmed 

reputation can be caused by various events, such as social responsibility gap 

(concerning working conditions), product failure (Chernobyl nuclear disaster) or 

corporate misbehavior (e.g. oil spill) (Greyser, 2009). This could lead to serious 

transgressions and even crises for the corporate brand (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; 

Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015) which are further highly difficult to recover from (Abratt 

and Kleyn, 2012), as they are fragile (Herbig and Milewicz, 1993). A crisis can be 

divided into two different categories: a performance-related crisis which can be 

attached to product failure and the value-related crisis in which social and ethical 

issues are in focus (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). Potential consequences of these 

crises could be loss of brand meaning and therefore marketplace positioning 

(Greyser, 2009) or even permanent damage of business relations  (Tsarenko and 

Tojib, 2015) 
 

2.3 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

Corporate social responsibility, or CSR as it is commonly abbreviated, has been 

academically studied in more than six decades (L. Brock et al., 2014). Even though 

CSR initiatives have a long history, they were not that commonly communicated to 

the audience until the 1990’s (Benoit-Moreau and Parguel, 2011). The definition of 

CSR within this study follows the European Commission definition of CSR: 

 

- “the voluntary integration of social and environmental concerns in the 

enterprises’ daily business operations and in the interaction with their 

stakeholders” (Pérez, 2015, p. 15). 

 

Nowadays, there is a high expectation from consumers on organizations of being and 

having socially responsible activities (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). This has lead to an 

increased attention towards social- as well as ethical responsibilities and resulted in 

that companies chose to invest increasingly more resources in CSR activities (Lee, 

2016). CSR activities come in different forms as recycling programs, donations or 
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diversity initiatives and have the core value of doing what seems to be right and fair 

(L. Brock et al., 2014).  

 

CSR goes hand in hand with reputation (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; Fatma, 

Rahman, and Khan, 2015; L. Brock et al., 2014; Lee, 2016) as the main aim for the 

involvement refers to the desire of showing the audience their ethical and social 

responsibilities (Lee, 2016). Further, it is also shown that CSR has become a 

strategic tool, in one hand for the means of it but also for the positive response it 

provides in terms of reputation (Coombs and Holladay, 2015). By increasing and 

integrating a CSR program into the corporation, it has shown to generate branding 

benefits (L. Brock et al., 2014). These benefits refer to gaining competitive 

advantage towards the competitors but also strengthen the bond and loyalty of its 

customers (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). It has even been shown that ethical 

responsibilities of an organization are an important driver of decision criteria and 

brand valuation among stakeholders (Fatma et al., 2015) as it could even result in 

repurchase and therefore better financial outcomes (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015).  

 

However, despite the stated benefits that social responsibilities can result in, it does 

not guarantee a positive outcome in terms of competitive advantage (L. Brock et al., 

2014; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). Instead, it could result in damaging the corporate 

brand and especially its reputation if it is performed badly (Benoit-Moreau and 

Parguel, 2011; Pérez, 2015). Dissatisfied stakeholders can react and respond 

differently (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015), but it could result in a crisis if the company 

does not live up to their promises and the stakeholder’s expectations (Coombs and 

Holladay, 2015) 

 

In order to draw the consumer's attention and to strengthen the corporate brand and 

reputation, an organization’s CSR activities should be communicated (Benoit-

Moreau and Parguel, 2011). This is due to the fact that it creates awareness, but also 

a bond among and towards the organization and the stakeholders (L. Brock et al., 

2014; Pollach, Johansen, Ellerup Nielsen and Thomsen, 2012). CSR communication 

is therefore: 
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- “Designed and distributed by the company itself about its CSR efforts”  

(Benoit -Moreau and Parguel, 2011, p.102)  

 

2.4 Communication strategies  

2.4.1 Corporate communication 

Communication is something that constantly happens within an organization; it is the 

process of coordinating individuals to accomplish tasks and to enoituild 

relationships, both internally as well as externally (Gillis and International 

Association of Business Communicators., 2011). Other researchers argue that 

corporate communication is the set of activities which aims to create favorable 

starting points for developing relationships with stakeholders which the organization 

is dependent of (Illia and Balmer, 2012; Lah, Sušjan and Redek, 2016; Pollach et al., 

2012). It is stated that corporate communication occurs not only by talking face-to-

face to a colleague or a customer but on several different channels to fulfill the 

overall strategic goals of the organization (Zerfass and Viertmann, 2017). These type 

of channels can be exemplified as corporate websites, public relations, investor 

relations, policy materials, intranets, advertising, and sales material, as examples; in 

other words, all the channels that can be communicated internally and externally 

refers to corporate communication (Gillis et al., 2011). The overall organizational 

goal is to construct a cohesive corporate communication strategy that will build a 

strong reputation, and in turn, creates a strong brand identity which is possible if the 

organizational values and beliefs is actively communicated throughout all the 

different levels within an organization (Illia and Balmer, 2012; Pollach et al., 2012).  

 

Illia and Balmer (2012) describes corporate communication as a management which 

has three main objectives. These objectives are explained as maintaining a favorable 

inter-organisational relationship by formulating corporate policies to be able to adapt 

to changes in society, to include stakeholder’s conversion about who the company is 

within the company and that ethical and socially responsible decision is taken 

throughout the whole organization. By having a strategy for these three steps can, in 

turn, build a strong reputation both internally as well as externally (ibid).       

 
Communication can be done in several ways, either by controlled or uncontrolled 

channels (Lee, 2016). Controlled company-channels refers to annual reports, 
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company websites or advertising as examples, while uncontrolled channels include 

news- and social media which are impossible to control by an organization as it 

derives from external stakeholders (ibid). Benoit-Moreau and Parguel (2011) present 

two communication instruments: the corporate communication instrument (annual 

reports, web sites) and the marketing communication instrument (advertising, public 

relations). 

 

2.4.1.1 Internal communication 

As it has been mentioned above, corporate communication occurs both internally as 

well as externally within an organization (Gillis et al., 2011). The internal aspects of 

corporate communication concern the fact how the management communicates the 

organizational values between the internal stakeholders which affect the employee's 

commitment and motivation towards the organization (Zerfass and Viertmann, 

2017). This is something that is very important as the motivation and commitment of 

the employees are a determining factor regarding the organization’s credibility 

between its stakeholders (Brunton, Eweje, and Taskin, 2015). As the external 

stakeholders are exposed to interactions with employees, it is important that the 

communication shared is consistent throughout the whole organization otherwise the 

credibility of the organization can be compromised (ibid). According to Heide and 

Simonsson (2014), internal communication helps to create the identity of the 

organization.   

 

It is argued that communication, in general, contribute to creating intangible assets 

such as reputation, brand and corporate culture and is, therefore, part of the overall 

value of the organization (Zerfass and Viertmann, 2017). Furthermore, Zerfass and 

Viertmann (2017) explains it as; 

 

- “Reputation has to be managed for important representatives of the 

corporation (CEO communication), as well as for the whole company. 

Positive reputations and strong brands are not only relevant for the corporate 

environment, they also create a strong corporate identity” (Zerfass and 

Viertmann, 2017 p.70). 
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2.4.1.2 External communication    

Communication is something that does not just happen inside of the company walls 

but a way to form relationships between external actors (Zerfass and Viertmann, 

2017). It can be used to build stakeholder networks to be able to handle times of 

change and crisis (ibid). External communication is also a way of understanding how 

the public opinion is formed and how media channels can influence the perception of 

the organization and thereby how the organization can build strategies to regain its 

reputation if the perception would be negative (Illia and Balmer, 2012). 

 
2.4.2 Crisis Communication 
It is argued that communication even comes to play a major role, especially in crises 

in which it is used as a reactive strategy that has the aim of recover a harmed 

corporate brand’s reputation  (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; Greyser, 2009; Tsarenko 

and Tojib, 2015). Heide and Simonsson (2014) describes that: 

 

- “Bad things happen in and to organizations” (Heide and Simonsson, 2014, p. 

130) 

 

There is a difficulty of recovering from the potential crises attached to reputation 

(Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Coombs and Holladay, 2015; Herbig and Milewicz, 1993; 

Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). However, there are some suggested ways of recovering a 

bad corporate reputation, as through corporate communication. This is due to that 

corporate communication has been found to be a big role in the building as well as 

supporting on an organization’s identity and reputation, which is why it has become 

a key role in situations as brand crises where the organization is negatively 

categorized by its stakeholders (Greyser, 2009). 

  

With that in consideration, it is argued that crises have become a matter of when 

rather than if in the corporate environment (Coombs, Frandsen, Holladay, and 

Johansen,  2010; Heide and Simonsson, 2014). Therefore, there is a need for 

organizations of considering potential crises and establishing communication 

strategies in overcoming them before they actually occur (Johansen, 2017). Coombs 

et al. (2010) argue that the most important aspect to consider is to address the 
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stakeholder safety to prevent harm to people. Once the safety has been addressed, the 

next step is to focus on the reputational repair of the organization (ibid). 

 

2.4.2.1 Internal crisis communication   

The importance of employees as internal stakeholders is highly emphasized in 

previous research (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011; Heide and Simonsson, 2014; 

Johansen, 2017).  This is due to that employees do have a different approach and 

relationship towards the organization than external stakeholders do, at least to some 

extent (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011). This is mainly based on that employees have a 

more personal relationship and identification to the organization and its corporate 

identity (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011; Johansen, 2017). Therefore, the internal 

stakeholders have a different sense of commitment to the organization as an 

employee, including feelings of belonging within and to the organization (Frandsen 

and Johansen, 2011). Therefore, what happens within an organization and its internal 

stakeholders come to play a major role in brand crises (Johansen, 2017).   

 

When a crisis has occurred, employees have shown to have a strong reliance on the 

organizational managers, as communication in these senses are mostly handled by 

them (Heide and Simonsson, 2014). However, it is argued that the need for fast-

acting from the managers in terms of informing the employees about the crisis 

situation is dependent of how the communication will be received among the internal 

stakeholders (ibid). There are different ways of communicating and several types of 

media within an organization, of which the intranet is the primary communication 

channel that should be used during crisis situations (ibid).  

 

Furthermore, it is also essential that the employees is given an opportunity of being 

able to discuss the crisis situation (Heide and Simonsson, 2014). There is therefore 

an importance of having open dialogue between the employees and managers, 

resulting in that the employees get their potential questions answered (ibid). By 

doing so, they will be provided with the information necessary during the crisis, and 

further get informed of how similar situations can be prevented in the future (ibid).   
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2.4.2.2 External crisis communication 

In order to prevent that a crisis would result in damaged corporate reputation and a 

negative word-of-mouth among external stakeholders (Yuan, Cui, and Lai, 2016), it 

is argued that external crisis communication should be used to redevelop the 

corporate social legitimacy and reputation (Coombs et al., 2010), even though it is 

not a guarantee for re-gaining the trust among the stakeholders (Greyser, 2009). This 

is due to that consumer's may feel a threat to themselves as a result of the corporate 

brand associations that come to be threatened during these sorts of negative actions 

and crises (Jeon and Baeck, 2016). However, Yuan et al. (2016) argues that moral 

crises as CSR is highly serious and cannot be recovered or minimize the damage to 

the corporate brand easily. Jeon and Baeck (2016) in other hand argues that 

stakeholders that do have a strong connection and relationship to the corporate brand 

do not react negatively to mistakes or bad press about the organization. This is due to 

that they come to show sympathy with the corporate brand as their actions had a 

good purpose initially (ibid). 

 

However, to re-attain and restore the trust that has come to be threatened and 

decreased as a result of these reputational crises, external communication should be 

forthright going and honest (Greyser, 2009; Yuan et al., 2016). One way of 

communicating and reaching out to the external stakeholders is through the 

organization’s website or through media, in which the corporate brand can expose 

their version and response of the crisis (ibid). Most significantly, there is a major 

importance of officially apologizing for the mistakes in order to recover from the 

damaged reputation (Coombs et al., 2010; Greyser, 2009; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015; 

Yuan et al., 2016), even if it would be embarrassing (Greyser, 2009). However, just 

an apology is not enough, it must be effective and show some regret (Yuan et al,, 

2016). By doing so, consumers may feel that the organization have the courage of 

being honest and facing their crisis (ibid). Moreover, they are perceived as human by 

showing their emotions of guilt and shame (Coombs et al., 2010) 

 

However, there are cases in which external communication of crises has resulted in 

and come to fueled more attention and awareness towards the crises than necessary 
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initially, which is a reason for corporate brands to not communicate to external 

stakeholder at all (Greyser, 2009) 

 

2.5 Research model 

The following figure is the research model used within this research. 

 
Figure 1: Research model. 

 

This figure illustrates the connection of the different theories used in this study. As 

this study is based on a case study which will later be described in the next chapter, 

the theories are developed through findings collected from the company which is 

why the case company is mentioned in the top box of this model. Communication 

strategies has a central role as it is linked with all the theories used within this study. 

This is due to the fact that corporate identity, corporate communication and CSR are 

three main cornerstones in developing the corporate reputation and therefore, three 

important communication strategies. The corporate communication concerns the fact 

how the organization use different communication tools/channels in order to 

communicate through the different levels within the organization (controlled), but 

also have the external communication should be handled (uncontrolled) which are 
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further explained in section 2.4.1. Furthermore, CSR activities have played a major 

role in terms of influencing the corporate identity as well as forming the corporate 

reputation which is explained in section 2.3. It is therefore important to communicate 

the CSR initiatives as it draws the external stakeholders attention towards the 

corporate brand and its identity, which thereby could form a positive corporate 

reputation if communicated properly. Moreover, it forms the corporate identity 

towards the internal stakeholders by internal corporate communication. 

 

However, if a brand crisis would occur caused by CSR activities, it could harm the 

corporate reputation but also the corporate identity. In order to rebuild the harmed 

corporate reputation, crisis communication: internal and external: should be used as a 

strategic tool, which is described in section 2.4.2.            
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3. Method 
The method chapter examines the authors methodology choices and thereby how this 

study was conducted. Furthermore, a closer description followed by an 

argumentation of the appropriation of the choices are included within each section. 

 
3.1 Research Approach 

This study will be based on a case study, where a specific company was chosen in 

order for the authors to be able to look into and interpret a social phenomena. 

However, the authors need to understand which research approach that will be most 

suitable in order for conducting this study. Furthermore, it is important to mention 

the epistemological and ontological concepts as they provide a framework how the 

authors will conduct the study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Epistemological 

considerations concern what is studied should be viewed as true knowledge, while 

ontological considerations concerns the fact of whether the social world is influenced 

by social actor’s perceptions and actions or if it has an external reality with an 

objective viewpoint of the social world (ibid). 

 

It was clear for the authors to choose an interpretivist approach regarding the 

epistemological considerations since the study concerns the fact of understanding 

and interpret a social phenomenon (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In this case, the aim of 

the study is to understand how corporate communication is used within the 

organization and how it can be used as a strategic marketing tool in order for the 

organization to rebuild its reputation if a brand crisis would occur. The answers 

provided will be interpreted by the authors themselves based on their knowledge and 

experience. However it is important that the authors will remain an objective 

viewpoint as it could otherwise lead to a biased study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Moreover, since communication is a concept derived from human actions, the 

authors has chosen to involve a hermeneutic approach to this study as it is imported 

to social science when the study concerns the fact of when theory and method are 

interpreted of human actions (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to Flick (2009), 

the interpretation aspect is the central part of a hermeneutic perspective which is 

important within this study as its aim is to get a deeper knowledge of a social 

phenomena and not present an actual truth. 
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Regarding the ontological considerations for this study, the authors have chosen a 

constructivist approach which means that the authors will see the social world as a 

construction under a consistent change made by individuals (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). This means that the authors will present one version of the reality they are 

involved in (Flick, 2009). Also, since communication is a concept under constant 

development, where new techniques guide the development of communication 

strategies, it felt natural for the authors to chose constructivism as an ontological 

approach.                  

 
3.1.1 Qualitative research 
When conducting a business research it is important for the authors to decide upon 

which method that will suit the study the best for collecting the data. Bryman and 

Bell (2011) mentions two different approaches, qualitative approach: which 

emphasizes words contrary quantitative approach: which emphasizes quantifications 

for the collection and analysis of data. Depending on what the purpose of the study 

is, one type of research approach would be preferable before the other (ibid). This 

study’s purpose is to collect data by doing interviews and fieldwork at one specific 

organization in order to understand the usage of the corporate communication and 

what strategies that are used to rebuild the reputation through communication 

strategies if a brand crisis would occur. Due to this purpose, the authors decided that 

a qualitative study would be the best approach for this study.   

 

According to Merriam and Tisdell, (2016) the aim with a qualitative research is 

described as: 

 

- “Qualitative researcher are interested in understanding how people interpret 

their experiences, how they construct their words, and what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences” (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 6).  

 

This statement contributes to the authors’ decision in choosing a qualitative 

approach, as the purpose of this study is to understand and interpret a social 

phenomenon and not determine the cause of events or predict similar events in the 

future (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). This means that the study will not collect 

generalizable data but rather in-depth and rich data of individuals perceptions of the 
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studied phenomena which is suitable when conducting a qualitative study (Bryman 

and Bell, 2015).  

 
3.1.2 Abductive Approach 
After deciding upon using a qualitative research approach, it is time to decide how 

theory will be used and collected in order to broaden the authors’ knowledge of the 

studied subject. Three different concepts are introduced: inductive, deductive and 

abductive approaches (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009; Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009). This study has not followed any of these approaches to their full 

extent. However, as this study has been an ongoing process of collecting theory as 

well as data (Bryman and Bell, 2015) and therefore, the researcher argue that an 

abductive approach was the most preferable for this study. An abductive approach is 

something Velázquez-Quesada, Soler-Toscano and Nepomuceno-Fernández (2013) 

defines as “looking for an explanation for a surprising observation” which is also 

something Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) mention in their study. They explain 

abductive approach as: 

 

- “[...] an (often surprising) single case is interpreted from a hypothetic 

overarching pattern, which if it were true, explains the case in question” 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2009 p, 4). 

 

The authors argues that an abductive approach is the most preferable approach for 

this study as some previous research was made in order for the authors to find some 

research gaps and knowledge about the subject. While developing this study, it has 

been going backward and forward in its collection of data and theory as new 

communication strategies were observed at the company which later needed to be 

tested by scientific articles and vice versa. This means that the study is based on the 

empirical data collected from the organization and the theoretical framework is 

developed through the findings gained. This is why the authors argue that an 

abductive approach is the most suitable as Bryman and Bell (2015) explain abductive 

research as an ongoing process or a puzzle between the collection of data and theory 

to be able to find patterns and be able to answer this study’s research questions.      
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3.2 Research design 
3.2.1 Case study research 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011), a research design is used as a framework in 

order to provide the authors with collection of data and analysis of it. There are five 

different types of research designs presented (ibid). However, within this study, a 

case study design; in which a specific case or organization is studied was applied due 

to the fact that it was the most suitable and obvious one to adopt as this research will 

be based upon a single, specific organization (ibid). Furthermore, case study research 

contributes to a more complex, in-depth, understanding of the phenomenon chosen 

(Yin, 2009), which is the main reason for applying a case study research for this 

study as the authors are interested in understanding how the corporate brand use 

corporate communication as a strategy.  

 

The case study for this research applies to a global company “Company X” and will 

focus on how the company uses its corporate communication as a marketing tool in 

order to rebuild the reputation after a crisis has occurred. Due to the fact that 

sensitive information may be shared that may benefit competitors, the organization 

and interviewees will remain anonymous throughout the study as this was also one of 

the requirements from the organization itself for conducting this study.  

 
3.2.3 Fieldwork 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there are five different techniques how 

researcher collects their data. Within this study, there will be a mix of two of them: 

1) participant observation (fieldwork): which is described as the method used when 

the researcher participate in social settings to be able to collect rich and thick data of 

a social group and, 2) interviewing: which refers to when researchers conduct 

interviews with the participants to collect the empirical data, which will be examined 

and discussed later in section.  

 

Participant observation, or fieldwork as it will be referred as from this point, was 

chosen due to the fact that it was considered as the most valuable technique of 

collecting the data needed for this research. Furthermore, it provides richer and in-

depth data of the case company as a result of “being there” and observing the 

organization’s daily work actions and processes. This in comparison of just 
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collecting the necessary data through interviewing in which crucial and interesting 

data could possibly be missed. The authors observed the case company for 

approximately 80 hours in total, in which the focus was to participate and see how 

the company used corporate communication in their everyday working life. Further, 

for the ability to interpret with the corporate brand and it's employees in a higher 

extent. By field work, the authors had the ability to see how the organization came to 

communicate, and not communicate, under circumstances whereby the corporate 

brand dealt with activities that occurred and possibly could have damaged the brand 

identity and reputation. This in fact would not have been possible by regular 

interviewing in collecting the data in which the information could have been 

overlooked and silenced. As a result of observing the case company on field, the 

authors analyzed their different finding to conclude their similarities and opposites in 

the information gathered. This was done by scheduling the notes and interpretations 

taken and concluding them at the end of the working day. By doing so, interesting 

findings were conducted that was found to be equal between the authors in some 

cases, and different in other cases. This in turn lead to that the authors gained as rich 

and objective data as possible from the observations. Interviewing was however 

additionally used to collect empirical data within this study. 

 
3.3 Company selection 
As mentioned earlier, the company within this study is a global company. The 

company was chosen due to a great accessibility and availability for the authors as 

they have previous insights and contacts within the firm. As a result of that, it gives 

great advantages in collecting the data necessary for this research (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). Furthermore, the company is chosen as they are well-known internationally 

and claimed to have good viewpoints and great values in their business activities 

regarding their CSR initiatives. More importantly, the company is also associated to 

be a strong brand, which makes it even more interesting for studying how the 

corporate brand can rebuild itself after a brand crisis caused by CSR actions, by 

using corporate communication.  

 
3.4 Self-reflexivity 
As the authors have pre-knowledge and an existing relation to the organisation, there 

is an awareness of the potential risks that could occur as a result of fieldwork. The 

first potential risk while doing a study based on fieldwork is that there is a risk that 
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the authors might fall under the term of “going native” (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

This means that the authors puts themselves in a plight where they loses their ability 

of being researchers and instead becomes too attached to the specific social setting 

and that the observation fall under the taken-for-granted version of the setting in 

question (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Silverman, 2006). This leads to that the authors 

might fail to keep an objective eye which in turn can lead to that the study becomes 

biased (ibid). The authors do their best in practise to avoid this by letting both be 

present when the data is collected. Further,  in order for the authors to keep an 

objective viewpoint, they will study the subject in advance which in turn will provide 

them with the pre-knowledge necessary for conducting the study (ibid).  

 

However, instead of evaluating and seeing fieldwork as a potential disadvantage and 

risk, the authors choose to argue that fieldwork will result in more favorable 

advantages than disadvantages within this research. This is due to the fact that it 

comes to provide great accessibility and availability in the collection of data in the 

chosen case company. Furthermore, and in particular, it also gives the authors the 

great pre-knowledge about the company necessary for the case, and will therefore, be 

more time-effective than starting from scratch. 

 

Another potential risk regards the fact of the credibility and representativeness of the 

documents analyzed (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to Bryman and Bell (2011) 

this is due to the fact that organizational documents that are in the public domain 

may not be an accurate representation of how the organizational actors perceive the 

situations in which they are involved. However, as the authors will have access to 

both public and the non-public documents this risk can be avoided as the authors will 

gain a much broader knowledge about the documents from both an internal as well as 

external perspective. 

 
3.5 Research procedure 
3.5.1 Data sources 
In terms of data sources, there are two different techniques that can be used for 

collecting the data; these are referred to as primary and secondary data (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). The two different techniques will 

help and contribute to the authors in collecting the data needed to be able to answer 

the research question(s) of the study (Saunders et al., 2009). Primary data is defined 



  
 

25 

as new data that will be collected and specifically be used for the research purpose, 

while secondary data refers to pre-existing data collected for another purpose that 

can be reanalyzed (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

For this study, both primary and secondary data will be used for collecting the data 

needed for this study. Secondary data will be collected from the organization’s 

website and saved documents to be able to provide the reader with a rich 

understanding of the company’s CSR initiatives and aspects. Primary data will be 

collected by interviews and fieldwork at the company to gain the perceptions needed 

of how the corporate brand rebuild itself after a brand crisis by using corporate 

communication. By collecting both primary- and secondary data, the authors argue 

that the information gathered will be more in-depth and furthermore stay objective, 

by hearing and analysing both sides “of the story”, internally and externally.         

 
3.5.2 Interviews 
As mentioned earlier, interviews were used for collecting the data for this study, 

which is furthermore a very common method used for gathering data in qualitative 

research (Bryman and Bell, 2011). However, qualitative interviewing can be divided 

into three different techniques: structured interviews, unstructured interviews and 

semi-structured interviews (ibid). Since this study has adopted an interpretivist 

epistemology, both semi-structured and unstructured interviews were chosen as 

interview method for this study. Unstructured interviews are described as in-depth 

interviews (Saunders et al. 2009) as that they resembles a conversation, where the 

interviewer may just ask one question and then speaks freely with the interviewee 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Semi-structured interviews, on the other hand, are when 

the interviewer have a prepared script with question and topics to cover during the 

interview that has been prepared before entering the interview (Bryman and Bell, 

2011).  

 

The authors wanted to prepare an interview guide to cover relevant question and 

topics before entering the interview, but also to be able to ask follow-up questions to 

the interviewee, based on the answers provided since it, according to Bryman and 

Bell (2011), gives the opportunity to get as honest answers as possible. Additionally, 

as the authors had the possibility to do some fieldwork, unstructured interviews were 
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done as well as the authors wanted an in-depth and broad knowledge of the studied 

subject.  

 

The unstructured interviews were carried out during the author's participation at the 

company and occurred when special events took place at the company that the 

authors felt like needed to be further studied. These events referred to any 

inconvenience that occurred and resulted in a need of corporate communication and 

clearing up the specific case.  

 

Furthermore, as it was decided to use both unstructured and semi-structured 

interviews, the authors decided to conduct face-to-face interviews as it was 

considered as the most beneficial approach to use for this study. A face-to-face 

interview is according to Bryman and Bell (2011), preferable due to the fact that it 

can provide the researchers with more in-depth and personal answers (Ritchie and 

Lewis, 2003), as it increases the focus on the actual interview from both interviewee 

and interviewer.  

 

The two researchers were both present during the interviews. Bryman and Bell 

(2011) argues that it is highly beneficial as it provides the opportunity to ask follow-

up questions, which is crucial in order to gain as rich understanding as result of 

collecting all perceptions of the interviewee, as possible. 

 

The interview guide for this research followed Jacob and Furgerson (2012) protocol 

for how to conduct an interview to some extent. At the beginning, the authors 

introduced the purpose of the study and then asked some basic background 

information just to warm up the participant as this is argued to build trust between 

interviewee and interviewer (ibid). This in turn can later provide the research with 

more in-depth and personal answer if the interviewee does feel comfortable during 

the interview (ibid).  

 
The interview guide is to be found in Appendix 1. 
 
3.5.3 Sampling selection 
When doing a qualitative study there are two different sampling techniques that the 

authors can choose from; these are referred to as probability sampling and non-
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probability sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Probability sampling refers to 

randomly selected samples, meaning that everyone from a population has the chance 

to be selected (ibid). Contrary, non-probability sampling, where the samples are not 

randomly selected, and refers to that only some samples within a population are more 

likely to be selected than others (ibid).  

 

This study has utilized both probability sampling and non-probability sampling. This 

was due to the fact that for our semi-structured interview the authors wanted a person 

that had a broad knowledge about how the communication was used within the 

company and therefore was not randomly selected. However, regarding the 

unstructured interviews, probability samples were used as the authors asked question 

depending on the event that occurred at the company and not depending on which 

individuals that were present during these events. This means that everyone present 

at the event could have been selected to answer our questions.   

 
As mentioned above, this study chose to use both randomly selected individuals as 

well as not randomly selected individual as sampling selection for this study. As the 

non-probability sampling selection was used for one interview, the authors used the 

convenience sampling method. Convenience sampling refers to the sample that is 

most accessible and available for the authors but still fulfill the purpose of the study 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011; Saunders et al. 2009).  

 

The authors had their requirements of choosing the individual which had great 

knowledge about how communication was used within the company which ended up 

to be a manager within the area. However, this also leads to that the data collected 

cannot be generalized since the sample collected cannot be a representation of the 

whole population (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Regarding the probability samples, it 

was the events that occurred at the company that guided the authors for selecting the 

individuals as it was stated above. This ended up with a total sample size of five, as 

after the fifth interview the answers given were similar to the previous interviewee’s 

answers, which resulted in the decision of that the data collected was concrete and 

sufficient.         
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3.5.4 Procedure 
All the interviews took place at the company. Before the semi-structured interview, 

the authors contacted the interviewee to be able to schedule a time when both parties 

were available to have a meeting. The interview lasted between 45-60 minutes and 

both notes as well as a recording was made during the interview to ensure that the 

data collected would not be misinterpreted later on. The interview took place in one 

of the conference room at the company, which was good since the interview was 

done without anyone disturbing. The other interviews were not as settled as they 

were conducted after an event occurred at the company that was interesting for 

research aspects. These interviews were a part of the observations that was made at 

the company and could therefore last from 10-30 minutes depending on the answers 

provided and what type of event that occurred. These type of interviews could take 

place in office/conference rooms, next to the coffee machine or during lunch breaks 

depending on what the authors had observed and needed more information about. As 

it was a requirement from the organization that they wanted to be anonymous for this 

study it was decided that the respondents would also be anonymous. This was 

considered as an opportunity since the respondents could discuss their true feelings 

about the subject and elaborate in more detail their perceptions about the subject.              

 

3.5.5 Empirical Overview 

Within this study, empirical findings have been gathered in various forms. As 

mentioned previously, there has been a mix of in total five semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews along with fieldwork in the collection of primary data. The 

authors have been present “on field” within the company (doing fieldwork) for 

approximately eight hours per week during in total ten weeks, which makes a total in 

approximately 80 hours of fieldwork. The material from the five different interviews 

consisted of approximately three hours of audio files and additionally notes.  

 

The secondary data was used in this study in order to gain richer information about 

the case company, and its organization in general. The secondary data used consisted 

of Company X’s website, an annual report; which is also referred to as “annual 

report” in the research, as well as their annual sustainability report; referred to as 

“sustainability report”. The reports together consisted of 150 pages in total. 
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3.5.6 Data analysis method 

To analyze data in qualitative studies is not as straightforward as it is in quantitative 

studies (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This is due to the fact that the data collected 

usually consist of words rather than quantifications which make it hard to measure 

(ibid). As mentioned earlier, both primary and secondary data were used as data 

sources within this research. The data collection method consisted of both semi-

structured and unstructured interviews as well as fieldwork, of which both recorded 

audios, as well as notes, were conducted throughout the collection process. Thereof, 

a clear process of how the data was collected, followed by how it was transcribed 

and coded, was crucial as the primary data had to be compiled. After the interview, 

the audios were transformed from sound to words and the notes were transcribed in 

order to make it more coherent and well structured. By doing so, the authors came up 

with four different themes: Corporate identity, corporate reputation, CSR and 

communication, which came to be the core concepts and moreover, headings used as 

a structure throughout this research, from theoretical framework to empirical findings 

as well as within the analysis section.  

 

3.5.6.1 Data analysis model 

 
Figure 2. Data analysis model. 

 

Figure 2 addresses the data analysis model for this study. Firstly, the data for this 

study were collected at the case company by fieldwork (observation) and interviews. 

The data was thereafter transcribed into “readable” and clear material, which further 

by coding the material, resulted in themes that conducted the structure of this study, 

namely: “corporate brand identity, corporate reputation, CSR and communication”. 

Interpretation was then used to link the theoretical framework together with the 

empirical findings, in order to analyze the findings and thereby get the result of our 

study.  
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3.5.7 Operationalization 

The relationship between theory and empirical finding is to be found in Appendix 2. 

 

3.6 Quality criteria 
3.6.1 Trustworthiness 
As the method chosen for this research is qualitative research in which a specific 

case is studied, makes it problematic in terms of generalization to other environments 

as an example due to that the findings may differ from case to case, which is one of 

the quality criteria in quantitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Therefore, the 

more suitable quality criteria within qualitative research has been utilized as 

trustworthiness (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Flick, 2009; Shenton, 2004), as qualitative 

research do not have the aim of finding or explaining the actual truth, but rather how 

it could be in various descriptions (Flick, 2009).  

 

3.6.1.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to how believable the findings are and can also be referred to as the 

social world and its participants acceptance of the finding (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Furthermore, this acceptance would lead to a confirmation by the audience of that the 

researcher has understood the social world in a correct way (ibid). Within this study, 

the collected data was sent back to the participants in order for them to confirm the 

credibility by approving that the data collected reflected their standpoint and 

perceptions. If that would not have been the case, a possibility was given for the 

interviewees to make other suggestions for correcting this. This in turn would lead to 

high trustworthiness of the business research (Bryman and Bell, 2011) 

 

3.6.1.2 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the question whether the findings can be applied and/or 

generalized into other contexts or other studies (Shenton, 2004; Saunders et al., 

2009). The findings within this study comes with a difficulty of generalization as it 

concerns a case study on one specific organization and population. However, it may 

still be interesting for other organizations who seeks an understanding of the process 

and importance of corporate communication as a tool and how it can strengthen the 

corporate brand  and rebuild its reputation during a brand crisis.    
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3.6.1.3 Dependability 

Dependability refers to the questioning whether the findings of a study can apply or 

being reproduced in other settings at another point of time than when the initial 

findings were found (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2012) 

argues that the reliability is concerned with the consistency of the measures, which 

can be done by a clear and detailed description of the research progress. As it was 

mentioned above, this research has applied a case study design, which means that 

one single organization was concluded in the research. As a result of this, it can be 

difficult to argue that the exact same study could possibly be done at another point in 

time. However, by the interaction and discussions among the researchers as well as 

continuous inputs and feedback from the examiner as well as the supervisor for this 

research, the study has increased the quality as well as the dependability of it, which 

according to Bryman and Bell (2011), is a crucial way of ensuring dependability.  

 

3.6.1.4 Confirmability 

Bryman and Bell (2011) refers to confirmability as the importance of the researcher 

to stay objective towards their studied phenomenon, especially within qualitative 

research. Therefore, the researchers need to be clear in their approach and study that 

the data refers to the actual truth without any interaction of personal values or 

approaches towards the phenomenon (ibid). The data must thereby be developed in 

good faith and viewed objectively (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Shenton (2004) also 

describes the importance of ensuring that the findings of the research incuses the 

informants experiences and ideas rather than the researcher’s own preferences within 

the area. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, it is crucial that the authors have their 

best practice in being as objective as possible when conducting the research and not 

influencing the participants in their viewpoints. This due to that there is a risk that 

the research could be biased otherwise. In order for the authors to avoid this, the 

authors explained the purpose of the study to the participants. Further, that the 

questions that were asked was done in order to maintain valuable data for the 

research purpose without influencing the actual organization in “how it should be 

done”. If some questions was inappropriate for the participants they had the 

possibility to decline to answer as all questions were voluntary to respond to. 
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Furthermore, by the appearance of both the authors during the data collection, the 

risk of being biased is decreased and worked through. 

 
3.7 Ethical consideration 
Within this study, the authors have agreed upon the fact of including ethical 

considerations. These considerations refer to the allowance of anonymity as a part of 

the ethical consideration of “confidentiality” (Bryman and Bell, 2011) throughout the 

study. Further, the ethical principle of “harm to participants” has been taken into 

account. Harm to participants refers to: 

 

- “[...] ethical codes by advocating care over maintaining the confidentiality of 

records and anonymity of accounts” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 129). 

 

In order for getting the access and data needed to collect the empirical data, one 

agreement between the parties, the organization and the authors; referred to keeping 

the company and interviewed employees anonymous.  

 

Within and throughout this study, the company will, therefore, be referred to as 

“Company X”, and the interviewees as “Employer X1; X2; X3; X4 and X5”. 

 

Furthermore, in order for ensuring and concluding another ethical aspect, the parties 

have agreed a “respondent validation” (Bryman and Bell, 2011), in which there has 

been an agreement that the respondents will be provided with feedback on the data 

collected, in order for the authors to increase the validity of the research. 

 
3.8 Methodology selection discussion 

The most substantial methodology critic within qualitative research refers to the fact 

of it being rather subjective. This is based on the fact that data collection in 

qualitative studies refers to an interpretation and close relationship between the 

researchers and their interviewees. This in turn could lead to that the findings of the 

research may be biased and furthermore undistorted in terms of the actual 

perspective and thoughts of the interviewee (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Additionally, 

as mentioned earlier, another risk that could be attached to this research is the matter 

of “going native” when doing fieldwork, meaning that you get too attached to the 
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case itself and lose the objectivity and “the eyes of a researcher” (ibid). However, the 

authors have come to the conclusion of seeing the data collection method as 

beneficial instead of negative and associated with a risk, as it has been argued before.    

 

Another critical aspect of qualitative studies refers to both case study research and 

furthermore interviews, as they come with difficulties in terms of replication in other 

studies. What is said during the interviews and how the case company chose to work 

may therefore not be applicable to other organizations and therefore not 

generalizable to other contexts. However, the authors argue that it was the most 

substantial way of collecting data to the research as it provided the authors with great 

in-depth understandings and knowledge in how organizations do cope with corporate 

reputation and corporate communication during a brand crisis.  
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4. Empirical findings  

The following section will present the empirical findings that was collected through 

fieldwork as well as one semi-structured interview and four unstructured interviews. 

The chapter is divided into four sections that follow the sections in our theoretical 

framework.

 
4.1 Corporate brand identity 

Company X is one of the leading companies internationally (Annual report, 2016). 

The company constantly discusses the importance of being a part of the changing 

environment and the change in customers’ needs as a part of that, and further to see 

every individual for what they are (Annual report, 2016). However, most importantly 

to keep their values throughout every possible change and never losing their 

viewpoints and what they stand for as a corporate brand (ibid). These values refer to 

responsibility as an example (Company X, 2017).  

 

Within Company X, the office is located in the same place as the store. The office is 

divided into different sections, depending on the department in question 

(Observation, 2017). Mostly, the office space consists of an open landscape, which 

contributes to an open dialogue between the different stakeholders, according to 

Employer X5 (personal communication, 2017-05-22). Regardless from which 

department one work within or what position one has within the company, all 

employees are argued to be treated the same (Observation, 2017). 

 

It is obvious that their corporate brand and its identity is a pervading matter on all 

levels within Company X as it is continuously communicated within the 

organization. These communication tools include both internal and external 

communication channels as intranets, magazines and digital tools as the social media 

or their website externally. Based on the researchers’ observations, there is a constant 

reminder of the corporate brand’s identity regardless from where you are or what you 

do. However, the way of using these communication channels differ depending on if 

it concerns internal stakeholders or external stakeholders. Employer X1 (personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) mentions: 
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- “Wherever you go and whatever you do here, you always get reminded of the 

importance of sharing and standing behind the same values” (Employer X1, 

personal communication, 2017-05-05). 

 

These constant reminders refer to signs, posters or even written texts throughout the 

office spaces in Company X (Observation, 2017). Moreover, as Employer X1 

(personal communication, 2017-05-05) mentions, the main focus within these 

reminders is the fact that the corporate brand and its employees, regardless from if 

you are a co-worker or a manager, to stand behind and share the values of the brand. 

Employer X1  (personal communication, 2017-05-05) continue: 

 

- “You cannot hide from it *laugh*. It is everywhere, whether you are visiting 

the ladies room or reading the weekly report on the intranet” (Employer X1, 

personal communication, 2017-05-05).  

 

4.2 Corporate reputation 

According to Company X, they strive of being:  

 

- “[...] a unique, meaningful and trusted brand, company and employer ” 

(Annual report, 2016, p.47) 

 

Company X has designated to have one of the world’s best reputation by the 

Reputation Institute among 600 different companies within the study (Company X, 

2017). Furthermore, they were ranked as one of the top 30 most attractive employers 

in 2016 by Universum Global (Universum Global, 2017) 
 

By observing Company X during a period of time, it is obvious that the corporate 

brand has a positive reputation among their employees, and mostly even among their 

customers for being a trusted brand.  

 

- “I could not wish for a better employer than Company X, both in terms of the 

corporate brand and its values and furthermore for my colleagues” (Employer 

X1, personal communication, 2017-05-05) 
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Furthermore, Company X describes that people are becoming increasingly more 

aware of both environmental and social aspects and look for brands in which they 

can put their trust (Annual report, 2016).  

 

- “[...] people demand more responsibility, transparency and dialogue” (Annual 

report, 2016, p.26) 

 

An important factor is, therefore, to be a part of the constant change, developing the 

corporate brand as the time is changing in order to keep up and remaining the 

stakeholder’s trust in the brand (Annual report, 2017). They want to build long-

lasting and strong relationships with their stakeholder whenever possible (ibid). 

Thereby, it can result in positive outcomes for the company, both in terms of 

reputation, trust as well as benefits for the corporate brand (ibid).  

 

Furthermore, Employer X2 (personal communication, 2017-04-28) mentions that: 

 

- “Whoever is asked, they always have some positive approach towards the 

company, whether as a brand and further as an employer, or maybe even 

both” (Employer X2, personal communication, 2017-04-28). 

 

4.3 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

The organization is according to themselves a value-driven brand and company that 

is “committed to a more sustainable future” (Company X, 2017). They are highly 

associated and known for being a “strong brand” with their wide range of actions and 

activities in the ensurement of corporate social responsibilities worldwide by 

investing over 1.5 billion euros into renewable energy the past 10 years as an 

example (Annual report, 2016). According to their annual report for 2016, they argue 

that: 

 

- “We want our business to have a positive impact on the world” (Annual 

report, 2016, p.34) 

 

In order to accomplish this, they argue that they must develop a culture which helps 

and inspires them to hit every possible target (Sustainability report, 2016). By doing 
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so, it makes it possible for them to get their employees engaged and staying focused 

on keeping on track with the sustainable promises (ibid).  

 

- “The sustainable aspects of Company X is well recognized everywhere, even 

when it comes to the evaluation of the amount of papers printed daily” 

(Employer X4, personal communication, 2017-05-05). 

 

This due to their knowledge and understanding in that a proactive and positive 

approach towards equality both in terms of what it results in within the society, but 

also for their customers and employees (Sustainability report, 2017). Furthermore, it 

is argued to be beneficial for their business too (ibid).  

 

They continue describing their approach towards their CSR activities as a huge 

business opportunity for them if they manage to get it right (Sustainability report, 

2016). Therefore, CSR is one of the core aspects that has come to strengthen the 

corporate brand both internally and externally (Annual report, 2016). According to 

Company X, the strategy towards this has been based and created upon consultation 

with internal and external stakeholders in order to identify the most crucial areas 

(Sustainability report, 2016). 

 

- “If I have to pinpoint one thing that we stand for and are proud of, it is all the 

activities that Company X does for ensuring a positive outcome of the future” 

(Employer X3, personal communication, 2017-05-05). 

 
However, they are well aware of the potential risks that could occur by these CSR 

initiatives, which is why they handle these types of risks on different levels within 

the organization (Sustainability report, 2016). However, according to Employer X2 

(personal communication, 2017-04-28), these risks and issues are mostly handled by 

their “corporate communication” department, which is the department in charge of 

all communication, internal and external, within the organization (Employer X5, 

personal communication, 2017-05-22).  
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4.4 Communication 

When it comes to the handling these risks if they would occur, there are several ways 

of communicating them within Company X. They have several communication tools, 

both internal, which refers to their intranet and internal magazines as examples and 

external, including their website or social media as examples (Observation, 2017). 

However, depending on what type of reputational or corporate risk that has occurred, 

Company X chooses if they want to keep the communication internal or external 

(Employer X2, personal communication, 2017-04-28).  

 

According to Employer X1 (personal communication, 2017-05-05); Employer X2 

(personal communication, 2017-04-28) and Employer X3 (personal communication, 

2017-05-05), these risks are mostly communicated internally, without any public 

statements or apologies. However, there has been cases previously where the 

company leader did speak out and apologized for the value-added mistake officially 

in media. This was mainly because of the fact that the “mistake” and crises referred 

to the leader’s personal values and needed to be done and outlined personally. The 

case came to be a major discussed topic and resulted in a harmed reputation for the 

company, both internally and externally (Employer X3, personal communication, 

2017-05-05). Employer X3 (personal communication, 2017-05-05) describes that: 

 

- “A couple of years ago, all employees were called and gathered into a 

meeting to go through what happened” (Employer X3, personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) 

 

During this meeting, as Employer X3 (personal communication, 2017-05-05) 

describes, all employees were gathered for the sake of discussing any possible 

ambiguities or rumors of the case and clearing them out in order for everyone to 

move on and continue their everyday work.  

 

In the case of a risks or crises, internal Q&A’s (Question & Answer) are in most 

cases the first thing that is developed internally in order for the employees to get the 

information necessary of the specific case (Employer X2, personal communication, 
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2017-04-28). However, the employees themselves are never allowed to speak out or 

answer any questions officially by themselves (ibid).  

 

- “We are not allowed to answer any questions by external stakeholders such as 

the media or our consumers. However, the managers may be allowed to do so 

if necessary” (Employer X2, personal communication, 2017-04-28) 

 

Employer X3 (personal communication, 2017-05-05) describes that the company is 

really eager and good to communicate the risks internally, however not as good 

externally. 

 

- “Going official with these manners could result in an increased attention 

towards it, which could result in a more damaged reputation.” (Employer X3, 

personal communication, 2017-05-05) 

 

There are several cases in which the company has been questioned for their actions 

(Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). However, they seem to have recovered from them 

properly as they have been silenced. According to Employer X4 (personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) the reason for that can be that: 

 

- “I believe that the reputation of Company X is however really positive among 

the employees and customer regardless of their mistake. After all, it is 

humanistic to make mistakes.” (Employer X4, personal communication, 

2017-05-05) 
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5. Analysis 

This chapter will analyze the relationship between theory and the empirical findings 

in order to reach and accomplish the purpose of the study. The chapter is divided 

into the same four sections that have been used previously, both within the theory 

and in empirical findings.

 
5.1 Corporate brand identity 

As it is stated by Harris and de Chernatony (2001), an effective corporate brand 

needs to communicate its values continuously between its stakeholder groups about 

the brand’s identity. This is something that can be drawn to how Company X use 

communication to communicate its brand identity, where the researchers have 

observed that the brand’s identity is constantly mentioned regardless of where you 

are or what you do at the company (Observation, 2017). However, our research has 

found that the values and identity of the corporate brand is focused to the internal 

stakeholders, in contrary to what previous research in which the focus should be 

extended between stakeholder groups. Company X use different communication 

channels to communicate its identity internally and externally which is something 

Balmer and Gray (2003) mentions to be a good thing as it targets different 

environments and not only creates a cohesive identity, but also forms a reputation 

which is beneficial for the organization if the reputation is positive communicated.   

 

Furthermore, it is important that the organization’s vision is accepted and embedded 

within the firm and its members in order for them to be able to identify themselves 

with its vision and contribute to the organization (Gregory, 2007; Balmer and Gray, 

2003). Our research has found that Company X communicates its vision by having 

signs, poster and written texts throughout the office spaces and according to 

Employer X1 (personal communication, 2017-05-05), these are symbols and 

reminders that no matter if you are a co-worker or a manager the values and the 

vision are still the same, and should be accepted by the entire workforce at Company 

X. This is something several researchers argue to be the central part of having a 

strong corporate brand, and to form a cohesive brand identity as the employees are 

the key to forming relationships between the firm and all of its stakeholders, both 

internally and externally (Balmer and Gray, 2003; Balmer and Greyser, 2006; Harris 
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and de Chernatony, 2001; Jo Hatch and Schultz, 2003; Kaufmann et al., 2016). This 

in turn shows that the findings of our research goes hand in hand with and justify 

previous research within the area. However, there is no particular findings of that this 

is done for the sake of that the employees play a major role in building relationships 

with the external stakeholders, which previous research state (eg. Balmer and Gray, 

2003; Balmer and Greyser, 2006; Harris and de Chernatony, 2001), but rather, again, 

to and between the organization’s internal stakeholders according to our findings. 

 

5.2 Corporate reputation 

As it has been argued in previous studies, in order to be able to have a successful 

business and a strong brand there is a need to develop a good and positive corporate 

reputation both internally as well as externally within an organization (Herbig and 

Milewicz, 1993; Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). Our findings have shown that Company X 

works on its reputation continuously, and it has been revealed that it has resulted in 

positive outcomes both from an internal perspective but also from an external 

perspective. As a matter of fact, they have been voted to be one of the most attractive 

employers as well as having one of the best reputation in the world (Company X, 

2017; Universum Global, 2017). This means that our findings have shown to be 

embedded and similar to previous research that states that a strong corporate brand 

need to develop a positive reputation both internally and externally. Moreover, this is 

something that was mentioned in one of the interviews where Employer X1 (personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) stated that; 

 

- “I could not wish for a better employer than Company X, both in terms of the 

corporate brand and its values and furthermore for my colleagues” (Employer 

X1, personal communication, 2017-05-05) 

    

Our findings have also shown that it has been an increased trend in the society where 

more and more people are becoming more aware of environmental and social aspects 

and are looking for brands they can put their trust in regarding these aspects (annual 

report, 2017). This in turn can be compared to what Fatma et al. (2015); and 

Tsarenko and Tojib (2015) argues by saying that it has become an important driver 

of the decision criteria among the customers. Therefore, it is crucial to be a part of 

the constant change and the development of the corporate brand in order to keep up 
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and to remain the stakeholder’s trust towards the brand (annual report, 2017). 

Moreover, thereby, creating a bond between the organization and its stakeholders (L. 

Brock et al., 2014; Pollach et al., 2012; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). This means that 

our findings have shown to be similar to previous research, however more 

description in terms of “putting trust” to the brand by the environmental aspects. This 

in comparison to what previous research have shown, where it has been argued to be 

more of a decision criteria, but however also a personal manner in terms of creating a 

bond (eg. L. Brock et al., 2014; Pollach et al., 2012; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015).  

 

Furthermore, Company X mentions that they have faced some challenges in the past 

where their actions have been questioned and have lead to a harmed a reputation. 

However, according to our findings, they have always managed to work through 

these type of crisis and maintain its reputation of being; 

 

- “[...] a unique, meaningful and trusted brand, company and employer ” 

(Annual report, 2016, p.47) 

  

Different studies have argued that maintaining the reputation through times of 

change is viewed as a strategic resource and creates competitive advantage towards 

competitors, since it is hard for competitors to replicate a high trusted brand (Abratt 

and Kleyn, 2012; Fetscherin and Usunier, 2012). It has been revealed that Company 

X has managed to keep its reputation through times of change as Employer X2 

(personal communication, 2017-04-28) mentions in one of the interviews; 

 

- “Whoever is asked, they always have some positive approach towards the 

company, whether as a brand and further as an employer, or maybe even 

both” (Employer X2, personal communication, 2017-04-28).   

 

This in turn show that our findings are in line with what previous research have 

shown in terms of maintaining the corporate reputation through times of change. 

What previous researchers (eg. Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Fetscherin and Usunier, 

2012) state to be a strategic resource that result in competitive advantage and a 

strong brand, can further be connected to the positive approach as a brand as well as 

a employer, as our findings have shown. 
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5.3 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

Tsarenko and Tojib (2015) argues that there are high expectations on organizations 

of being and having CSR activities nowadays, but also that CSR has become a part 

of the decision criteria among stakeholders (Fatma et al., 2015). Benoit-Moreau and 

Parguel (2011) argues that CSR should be communicated. Our findings have shown 

that the case company is committed to having a positive impact on the world, and it's 

future and has invested over 1.5 billion euros in renewable resources the last ten 

years (sustainability report, 2017). This in turn can be compared and viewed to what 

Lee (2016) argues when saying that the increased attention towards CSR activities 

has lead to that companies make the decision of investing much resources in it. 

Therefore, our research have shown to be similar to previous research due to the 

amount of investment is put on CSR activities nowadays. Furthermore, they want to 

show their efforts for the audience in order to build and get a positive response and 

corporate reputation (Coombs and Holladay, 2015; L. Brock et al., 2014; Lee, 2016). 

Company X do even describe CSR as their core aspect in activities to strengthen the 

corporate brand, among their external- as well as internal stakeholders. Therefore, 

our findings of being willing to show and share their CSR activities for the sake of 

gaining a good and positive corporate brand reputation, is highly connected to what 

previous research have shown. 

 

Our findings have shown that the case company argue that their CSR activities are a 

huge business opportunity, if they manage to do it right. Previous researchers, such 

as Benoit-Moreau and Parguel (2011) and Pérez (2015) also mentions the importance 

of performing these activities properly, as a bad performance could result in a 

damaged corporate brand and reputation. Therefore, our findings is shown and 

proven to be in line with previous research. 

 

As a matter of fact, our findings have shown that the case company do their best in 

developing a culture that inspires and engages people to accomplish these goals, 

especially internally. Employer X4 (personal communication, 2017-05-05) describes 

that the sustainable aspects of the company is highly recognized everywhere within 

the organization, but also that there is a proudness of the organization’s ensurance of 

the positive outcome of the future. As previous researchers as L. Brock et al. (2014) 

and Pollach et al. (2012) describes, CSR actions create awareness, but also a bond 
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among the stakeholders, and loyalty (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015), which in fact can be 

attached to what our findings of what Company X does internally speaking to their 

stakeholders. However, in contrast to what previous research have shown in terms of 

bonding among the stakeholders, our findings have shown that the major focus lays 

in internally inside the case company, and less externally speaking. 

 

However, various researchers have pinpointed the fact that CSR activities also comes 

with potential risks in the past, and that it is rather a question of when and not if 

something negative would happen (e.g. Coombs et al., 2010; Heide and Simonsson, 

2014). Our findings have shown that Company X does seem to be well aware of this 

matter, which is why these potential risks are handled on different levels of the 

organization according to their sustainability report. Johansen (2017) furthermore 

describes the importance of considering the potential crises and therefore establish 

strategies in communication within the organization that helps them to overcome 

these situations before they occur. Our findings from an interview with Employer X2 

(personal communication, 2017-04-28) also describes that there is a “corporate 

communication” department in which these risk and issues are handled. This 

department does, in turn, handle all communication, internal and external, within the 

organization (Employer X5, personal communication, 2017-05-22). Thereby, our 

findings is shown to be highly connected to previous research in terms of 

establishing and having communication strategies to overcome potential risky 

situations, as the case company has an established communication department that 

handles these risks. 

 

5.4 Communication 

When it comes to communication within the case company, our findings has shown 

that they have several different communication tools. It has also been shown that 

they have different tools depending on if the communication has the purpose of 

targeting their internal stakeholder or external stakeholders. Previous research, as 

Lee (2016) define the company’s external communication tool as controlled 

channels: in which the website and its content is totally own by the corporate brand. 

Moreover, an often used internal communication tool within Company X refers to 

their intranet, which is something that previous research, as Heide and Simonsson 

(2014) argues to be the primary channel to use during crisis situations. This means 
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that our findings again, is similar to previous research in terms of communication 

channels. However, what differs between our findings and previous research is the 

fact that Lee (2016) speak about controlled- and uncontrolled communication 

channels. Our findings have shown to have a primary focus on how they deal with 

their controlled channels, with other words, the channels that the case company 

control themselves, but without any discussions of how the uncontrolled channels (as 

social media and newspapers), which are externally controlled, are handled.  

 

Our findings have also shown that depending on the situation of reputational or 

corporate risk; Company X makes the choice whether to keep the corporate 

communication internal or external. Previous research, as Frandsen and Johansen 

(2011) argues that there is an importance of differentiating the communication 

depending on internal and external stakeholders. Frandsen and Johansen, (2011) and 

Johansen (2017) argues that internal communication is essential as internal 

stakeholders to have a different relation and commitment in the corporate brand’s 

identity. Moreover, Johansen (2017) argues that the internal stakeholders and what 

happens within the organization come to play a major role in brand crises. According 

to our findings from the interviewees, crisis situations are mostly communicated 

internally within the organization. This makes our findings of the importance of 

internal communication similar to what previous research have stated. 

 

Heide and Simonsson (2014) mention that need for fast-acting from the managers in 

informing the employers about the crisis situation. By interviewing Employer X2 

(personal communication, 2017-04-28), it has been found that Q&A’s is the first 

thing that is communicated during these reputational and corporate crises in which 

the employers are provided with necessary information about the specific case. 

Previous research, as Brunton et al. (2015) describes that as the employers have an 

interaction with the external stakeholders, they need the information in order to keep 

a consistent communication throughout the organization. However, what our findings 

has shown by the interview with Employer X2 (personal communication, 2017-04-

28), these Q&A’s have the purpose of providing the internal stakeholders with the 

necessary information. However, they are not allowed to answer any questions 

themselves to the external stakeholders: 
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- “We are not allowed to answer any questions by external stakeholders such as 

the media or our consumers. However, the managers may be allowed to do so 

if necessary” (Employer X2, personal communication, 2017-04-28)  

 

Therefore, there is some similarity between our findings and previous research in 

terms of managerial fast acting. However, a difference between our findings in 

comparison to previous research that claim that this type of information should be 

provided to employees as they have an interaction with external stakeholders. This is 

clearly not the case within the case company as the Q&A’s have the purpose of 

informing their internal stakeholders with a ban of speaking about the crisis with 

external stakeholders.  

 

According to previous research as Heide and Simonsson (2014) and Zerfass and 

Viertmann (2017), communication is mainly a managerial strategy, in which the 

managers of an organization are the one’s in charge of what and how communication 

is used, which can be directly connected to our findings of the policies that Company 

X is found to have in terms of public statements about the crisis, and not 

communicating about it with external stakeholders, with the exception of managers, 

who are allowed to inform external stakeholders if necessary. 

 

According to our findings in one of the interviewees, the organization is really eager, 

but also good in their internal communication. However, when it comes to providing 

their external stakeholders with information, they are not as good. The main reason 

for keeping it silent towards the external stakeholders is according to Employer X3 

(personal communication 2017-05-05) due to the fact that it could result in an 

increased attention and a more damaged reputation as a result of the crisis. Our 

findings can in fact be directly compared to what previous research by Greyser 

(2009) argues by saying that the crisis may be more “fueled” and result in a bigger 

awareness than necessary by going official with it.  

 

However, our findings have shown that there have been cases in which Company X 

has made a statement officially in media and apologizing for the “mistake”. This is 

something that Coombs et al. (2010); Greyser (2009); Tsarenko and Tojib (2015); 

Yuan, Cui and Lai (2016) argues to be the most significant way of recovering the 
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external stakeholders harmed reputation of the corporate brand. This in turn can be 

proved to be a similarity between our findings and previous research. This crisis 

situation came to be highly discussed internally and externally, but also resulted in a 

harmed reputation. Our findings from the interview with Employer X3 (personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) showed that all employees were gathered into a 

meeting to go through what happened during the crisis. Furthermore, to have the 

possibility to discuss the situation and clearing the rumors out in order for the 

employees to continue their daily work. Previous research as Heide and Simonsson 

(2014) argues that the ability for the internal stakeholders to discuss the situation is 

essential, and furthermore to have an open-dialogue between the employees and the 

managers, and is therefore a similarity to the findings. The fact of open dialogues can 

furthermore be recognized in Company X’s open landscape office (Employer X5, 

personal communication, 2017-05-22) 

 

Though, as mentioned earlier, our findings has shown that Company X has, in most 

cases treated their questioned actions with silence towards their external 

stakeholders, which differ and goes beyond what previous research as Greyser, 

(2009) and Yuan et al., (2016) argues by saying that the communication towards 

external stakeholders should be forthgoing and honest. This due to the fact that our 

findings have shown  that the case company is not forthgoing or honest towards their 

external stakeholders as they treat potential crises with silence continuously. 

However, our findings show that they do seem to have recovered from these 

situations properly anyway. The reason for that could perhaps be what Jeon and 

Baeck (2016) argues in their research by saying that stakeholders that do have a 

relationship and strong connection to the corporate brand will not react negatively to 

bad press or mistakes. Instead, they show sympathy in these cases as the initial 

purpose of their actions was good (ibid). This in turn is even something that 

Employer X4 (personal communication, 2017-05-05) argues to be the reason for the 

positive reputation of Company X even after their crises. Employer X4 (personal 

communication, 2017-05-05)  argues that: 

 

- “[...] After all, it is humanistic to make mistakes.” (Employer X4, personal 

communication, 2017-05-05) 
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Previous research as Coombs et al. (2010) also describe the fact of “being human”, 

however when the corporate brand is apologizing for their mistake. Further, this is 

something that Greyser (2009) Tsarenko and Tojib (2015) Yuan et al. (2016) also 

argues for, but only in cases when again, the corporate brand has made an official 

apology. Thus, this is clearly not the case in most of the Company X’s crisis 

situations according to our research, which makes it another difference between 

existing research and our findings.  
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6. Conclusion 
 
This chapter will discuss and examine the conclusion of what have been found within 

the study. This is done in order to fulfill the purpose of the study: to identify how 

companies deal with a brand crisis and what communication strategies they use in 

order for them to rebuild their harmed corporate reputation. The chapter will after 

that suggest further research. 

 

The research questions for this study were: 

 

● How do organizations manage a harmed corporate reputation? 

- How do organizations use different communication channels to 

achieve this? 

- Do organizations differentiate their corporate communication 

towards internal- and/or external stakeholders? If so, how? 

 

What has been concluded within this study is by having an implemented 

communication strategy could be the key of managing a harmed corporate 

reputation. However, this study shows that Company X has developed its own crisis 

communication strategy where it goes beyond what previous research states how a 

harmed reputation should be handled.   

 

There are several communication tools, internal as well as external, that are used 

within Company X, of which the website is commonly used for the external 

stakeholders and the intranet commonly used for its internal stakeholders. However, 

in situations of a potential reputational or organizational risk, the company chooses 

whether to communicate to their internal or/and external stakeholders. What has been 

found is the fact of differentiating their stakeholders to internal and external, as 

well as the corporate communication in these situations. However, it has been 

revealed within this study that Company X puts much more resources into their 

internal communication if a brand crisis would occur that puts the corporate 

reputation at risk. This type of strategy goes beyond what previous research states, 

where much of the focus have lied within the external communication.    
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It is a clear fact that the corporate brand is highly forthgoing and honest in their 

internal corporate communication during situations in which the corporate 

reputation has come to be questioned and harmed. Furthermore, they do act fast to 

these situations by using their intranet and further sending out Q&A’s to their 

employees containing necessary information about the situation. The reason for that 

can be explained by the different relation and commitment that the internal 

stakeholders have to the corporate brand’s identity and the constant reminder of the 

shared values within the organization. Which in turn is, furthermore, highly 

recognized and communicated to within Company X. This concludes the fact that 

Company X focus much more on their controlled communication channels rather 

than the uncontrolled channels which may be the reason why the organization have 

been able to build such a strong brand identity from the inside. 

 

However, there is a big gap and silence by Company X in external corporate 

communication. In most cases, the organization does not communicate these risks at 

all; it is treated with silence. The reason for that can be the fact that the corporate 

brand does not want to increase attention towards the uncontrolled communication 

channels on the underlying problem and crises. Furthermore, the managers are the 

only ones that are even allowed to make any statements at all to external 

stakeholders. However, there has been a case in which Company X did choose to 

make a public statement in media about a value-added crisis that came to be highly 

discussed and harmed the corporate reputation. The reason for the success in 

rebuilding the corporate reputation during that situation might have been a result of 

the again, a well-managed strategic corporate communication. Furthermore, an 

official statement and apology with exposed regret of the mistake was made, which 

thereby possibly was seen and perceived as being human. 

 

It is clear that the CSR initiatives have a central role in the corporate identity and is 

further communicated in a great extent by Company X, both internally and 

externally. However, what has been found within this study that differentiates it from 

previous studies is that Company X focus more on the internal communication of 

their CSR than the external communication. Furthermore, it has also been a core 

aspect in how they have succeeded to gain and maintain a positive corporate 

reputation among their stakeholders as a good employer and a good corporate 
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brand, even through brand crises in which the organization has been questioned, and 

the corporate reputation and corporate brand have been harmed. The reason for the 

success can be concluded to strategic and well-working corporate communication, 

especially towards their internal stakeholders. However, with a significant silence 

towards their external stakeholders, which is Company X’s way of managing a 

harmed corporate reputation during a brand crisis and thereby maintaining a strong 

corporate brand. 

 

6.1 Further research 

For further research it could be interesting to compare Company X’s communication 

strategies with other organizational cases where the corporate reputation was at risk 

of being harmed. This type of study could lead to the possibility of forming a pattern 

if some communication strategies are more beneficial than others, which, in turn, 

could also lead to an understanding of what type of communication strategies that are 

the most efficient depending on the situation. A result of this kind of study could lead 

to the possibility of having developed communication strategies in terms of handling 

the corporate reputation regardless of the crisis situation that occurs which can 

further be used as a competitive advantage. At a later stage, involving other types of 

organizations within different industries would be interesting to study as it would 

show if the communication strategies are similar or deviant among other industries. 

This could be done by doing a quantitative study which would provide the study with 

a generalizable result as more actors would be involved in the study.         
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Appendix 

Appendix 1- Interview guide 

Corporate brand identity 
What are your general thoughts about the brand?  

 

Do you feel like you trust the corporate brand? 

- why?  

 

Would you argue that Company X is a good employer? 

- why? 

 

How does Company X communicate their values as a corporate brand? 

 

To what extent do you agree upon the values and identity of the brand? 

 

Do you agree that there is an importance of shared values in order for the corporate 

brand to be successful? 

 

Corporate reputation 
How would you say that the overall reputation about the corporate brand is?  

- Internally/externally? 

 

Can you remember a specific case in which the corporate reputation was harmed? 

- Which case? 

 

How was the harmed reputation handled? 

- internally/externally?  

 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
Would you agree that Company X live up to what they stand for as a corporate brand 

in terms of their CSR activities? 

- Why/Why not? 
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Do you feel that you are contributing to the CSR initiatives of the brand in some 

way? 

- how? 

 

How are these CSR activities communicated? 

- internally/externally? 

 

Communication 
Which communication channels or tools are used within the company? 

- internally/externally? 

 
Would you say that the communication is used unchangeably depending on if it is 

external or internal? 

 

How important is the communication of brand risks or crises according to you?  

- Internally/externally? 

 

Do you feel updated and well-informed about the company and their possible risks? 

- Internally/externally? 
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Appendix 2 - Operationalization  

Topic Interview questions Reasoning Theory 

Corporate brand 
identity  

What are your 
general thoughts 
about the brand?  
 
Do you feel like you 
trust the corporate 
brand? 
 
Would you argue 
that Company X is a 
good employer? 
 
How does Company 
X communicate their 
values as a corporate 
brand? 
 
To what extent do 
you agree upon the 
values and identity 
of the brand? 
 
Do you agree that 
there is an 
importance of shared 
values in order for 
the corporate brand 
to be successful? 

Understand the 
participants 
general thoughts 
about the 
corporate brand. 
 
Understand how 
the internal 
communication 
created the brand 
identity.  

(Anker et al., 2012; 
Balmer and Gray, 
1999; 2003; Balmer 
and Greyser, 2006; 
Biraghi and 
Gambetti, 2015; 
Morsing et al, 
2008; Gregory, 
2007; Harris and de 
Chernatony, 2001; 
He et al., 2016; Jo 
Hatch and Schultz, 
2003, Kaufmann et 
al., 2016) 

Corporate 
reputation 

How would you say 
that the overall 
reputation about the 
corporate brand is?  
 
Can you remember a 
specific case in 
which the corporate 
reputation was 
harmed? 
 

Understand what 
strategies the 
organization used 
to maintain and 
strengthen the 
corporate 
reputation.   

(Abratt and Kleyn, 
2012; Coombs and 
Holladay, 2015; 
Fetscherin and 
Usunier, 2012; 
Greyser, 2009; 
Herbig and 
Milewicz, 1993; 
Tsarenko and Tojib, 
2015) 
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How was the harmed 
reputation handled? 

Corporate social 
responsibility 
(CSR) 

Would you agree 
that Company X live 
up to what they stand 
for as a corporate 
brand in terms of 
their CSR activities? 
 
Do you feel that you 
are contributing to 
the CSR initiatives 
of the brand in some 
way? 
 
How are these CSR 
activities 
communicated? 

Understand how 
CSR was 
communicated at 
the organization 

(Benoit-Moreau 
and Parguel, 2011; 
Coombs and 
Holladay, 2015;  
Fatma et al., 2015; 
L. Brock et al., 
2014; Lee, 2016; 
Pérez, 2015; 
Tsarenko and Tojib, 
2015) 

Corporate 
communication 

Which 
communication 
channels or tools are 
used within the 
company? 
 
Would you say that 
the communication 
is used unchangeably 
depending on if it is 
external or internal? 
 
How important is the 
communication of 
brand risks or crises 
according to you?  
 
Do you feel updated 
and well-informed 
about the company 
and their possible 
risks? 

Understand how 
communication 
was used at the 
organization, both 
internally and 
externally.  

Abratt and Kleyn, 
2012; Brunton, 
Eweje, & Taskin, 
2015; Coombs et 
al., 2010; Coombs 
and Holladay, 
2015; Frandsen and 
Johansen, 2011; 
Gillis et al., 2011; 
Greyser, 2009; 
Heide and 
Simonsson 2014; 
Herbig and 
Milewicz, 1993; 
Illia and Balmer, 
2012; Jeon and 
Baeck, 2016; 
Johansen, 2017; 
Lah et al., 2016; 
Lee, 2016; Pollach 
et al., 2012; Yuan 
et al., 2016; 
Tsarenko and Tojib, 
2015; Zerfass and 



  
 

63 

Viertmann, 2017) 
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