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ABSTRACT 

This doctoral thesis investigates how the reputations of organizations are 

narrated in the hybrid media system, characterized by different media logics 

and technological principles, and the affective attunement of storytelling 

stakeholders. The research problem is two-fold: first, to study how the new 

communication landscape affects the formation of organizational reputation, 

and second, to investigate the cognitive and emotional influences of reputation 

in the hybrid media system. 

Theoretically this dissertation combines organizational reputation studies 

with media and communication studies. Organizational reputation has 

traditionally been studied either as an economic asset of the organization or as 

interpretations created in the social exchanges between stakeholders. This 

dissertation sees organizational reputation as a communicative phenomenon, 

which exists both as individual beliefs and socially constructed narratives. 

These narratives are born and circulated in the hybrid media system. Hybrid 

stands for a combination of older and newer media forms, which are 

intertwined in complex, dynamic, and ad-hoc assemblages. Further, the 

assemblages and expressions in the hybrid media system are profoundly 

characterized by affect. The hybrid perspective hence points attention to how 

individuals, affects, social contexts, organizations, and technological 

platforms mutually influence the process of storytelling. 

The dissertation is a compilation of five articles and a synopsis chapter. 

Four different data sets have been used in the articles: interviews with 

communication professionals in organization, social media discussion data, 

Wikipedia data, and psychophysiological measurements. Hence, this 

dissertation employs a parallel mixed methods approach by combining 

qualitative narrative analysis with an experimental setting. 

In light of the results, a hybrid reputation narrative is polyphonic, 

emotional, and is formed in a context characterized by relative power 

structures between human and non-human actors. It is a quite specific form 

of narrative, one in which the story elements can be stored in databases, 

searched, and hyperlinked by various, interacting actors, who through their 

use of the technical platforms generate the reputation narrative from 

fragmentary story pieces. This is a process in which opinions and facts, as well 

as rational and emotional content become merged, and in which the 

storytelling power of the technology interacts and intervenes with the 

storytelling power of the human actors. 

This dissertation highlights the interplay between the social and the 

technological: the technological affordances and the social practices together 

form the setting in which the narrating takes place in the hybrid media system. 

Therefore, while a hybrid media system allegedly allows anybody to become a 

powerful storyteller, in practice the influence of a narrative is constituted in 
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the interplay with different actors, media forms, and issues. The sub-studies 

show complex relationships and interdependencies between the organization 

and its stakeholders, and also between the different storytelling arenas of the 

hybrid media system. Traditional media still emerge as powerful actors in the 

process of hybrid reputation narrating. 

Further, the results highlight the importance of affect. Emotions are 

relevant in three ways: First, the findings show that reputation itself is also an 

affective concept. Second, the narrating of organizational reputation in social 

media arenas is sometimes highly affective. Third, for communication 

professionals, emotionality is a factor present in the assessment of stakeholder 

discussions online. Finally, affect is a feature to evaluate different platforms: 

there is an aura of rationality attached to traditional media and an aura of 

emotionality attached to social media. 

Theoretically this dissertation contributes to two traditions of literature. By 

applying the concept of the hybrid media system in the context of 

organizational reputation this research shows that the perspective is also 

applicable to other realms beyond political communication where it has been 

originally used. Within reputation studies, this research highlights the 

communicative, narrative, and emotional aspects of reputation. By 

investigating the cognitive and emotional effects of organizational reputation 

narratives, this study builds a bridge between the different schools of 

reputation studies: reputations are constructed as narratives, which are 

hybrid, polyphonic and affective, but they also have measurable effects on the 

people who consume them. 
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ABSTRAKTI 

Tämä väitöskirja tutkii, miten sidosryhmät rakentavat organisaatioiden 

mainekertomuksia hybridissä mediatilassa, jota määrittelevät erilaiset 

medialogiikat, teknologiset periaatteet ja tunnepitoinen tarinankerronta. 

Tutkimusongelma on kaksitahoinen: väitöskirja tutkii sitä, miten uusi 

viestintäympäristö vaikuttaa organisaatiomaineen muodostumiseen, ja 

toisaalta sitä, minkälaisia kognitiivisia ja emotionaalisia vaikutuksia maineella 

on hybridissa mediatilassa.  

Tutkimus yhdistää organisaatiotutkimuksen ja viestinnän tutkimuksen 

perinteitä. Organisaatiomainetta on tyypillisesti tutkittu joko organisaation 

taloudellisena omaisuutena tai sidosryhmien rakentamien tulkintojen 

näkökulmasta. Tässä työssä maine nähdään viestinnällisenä ilmiönä, joka on 

olemassa yksilöiden tulkintakehyksenä sekä sosiaalisesti rakentuneina 

narratiiveina. Maineen narratiivit syntyvät ja kiertävät hybridissa 

mediatilassa. Hybridi mediatila on Andrew Chadwickin esittelemä käsite, joka 

viittaa vanhempien ja uudempien mediamuotojen yhdistelmään, jossa eri 

mediat, toimijat ja teemat punoutuvat yhteen monimutkaisissa, dynaamisissa 

ja spontaaneissa kokoonpanoissa. Väitöskirja kytkee hybridiin mediatilaan 

myös affektin käsitteen: toimijoiden yhteyksiä ja niiden välistä viestintää 

selittää ennen kaikkea tunne. Hybridi näkökulma johdattaa tutkimaan sitä, 

miten yksiköt, affektit, sosiaaliset kontekstit, organisaatiot ja teknologiset 

alustat yhdessä vaikuttavat organisaatioista kerrottaviin tarinoihin. 

Väitöskirja koostuu viidestä artikkelista ja yhteenvetoluvusta. Artikkeleissa 

on käytetty neljää eri aineistoa: viestinnän ammattilaisten haastatteluja, 

sosiaalisen median verkkokeskusteluaineistoja, Wikipedia-aineistoa sekä 

psykofysiologisia mittauksia. Väitöskirja rakentaa monimenetelmälliselle 

tutkimusperinteelle ja yhdistää metodisesti laadullista, narratiivista analyysia 

kokeelliseen tutkimukseen. 

Tulosten valossa hybridi mainenarratiivi on moniääninen, emotionaalinen 

narratiivi, joka muodostuu ihmistoimijoiden ja ei-ihmistoimijoiden välisissä 

kokoonpanoissa. Narratiivin elemettejä voidaan tallettaa tietokantoihin, etsiä 

ja linkittää. Näiden toimintojen kautta tarinankertojat luovat kukin oman 

näköisensä mainenarratiivin pirstaloituneista tarinan palasista eri 

verkkoareenoilta. Hybridi tarinankerronta on prosessi, jossa yhdistyvät faktat 

ja mielipiteet sekä rationaalinen ja emotionaalinen sisältö, ja jossa teknologian 

ja ihmistoimijoiden tarinankerronnan vallat vuorovaikuttavat. 

Tutkimus korostaa erityisesti teknologisten ja sosiaalisten elementtien 

vuorovaikutusta: tarinankerrontaan vaikuttavat sekä teknologiset tarjoumat 

(affordanssit) että sosiaaliset käytänteet kullakin hybridin mediatilan 

areenalla. Vaikka verkko näennäisesti mahdollistaa tarinankerronnan kenelle 

tahansa, narratiivien valta määrittyy käytännössä hybridin mediatilan eri 

toimijoiden, areenoiden ja aiheiden välisissä yhteyksissä. Väitöskirja 
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korostaakin paitsi monimutkaisia riippuvuuksia organisaatioiden ja 

sidosryhmien välillä, myös yhteyksiä hybridin mediatilan eri mediamuotojen 

välillä. Perinteisen median rooli näyttäytyy edelleen vahvana hybridissä 

tarinankerronnassa. 

Tulokset korostavat myös tunteiden merkitystä kolmella eri tavalla. 

Ensinnäkin, tulosten mukaan maine itse on emotionaalinen tulkintakehys. 

Toiseksi, maineen narratiivit hybridissä mediassa ovat usein tunnepitoisia. 

Kolmanneksi, tunteet vaikuttavat siihen, miten viestinnän ammattilaiset 

arvioivat keskustelua ja keskustelijoita verkkoareenoilla. Lisäksi hybridin 

mediatilan eri areenat näyttäytyvät eri tavalla tunteiden näkökulmasta: 

perinteiseen mediaan liittyy rationaalisuuden aura, mutta sosiaalinen media 

näyttäytyy tunteiden valtaamana alustana. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osallistuvat tieteelliseen keskusteluun kahdessa eri 

perinteessä. Hybridin mediatilan käsitettä on aiemmin sovellettu 

enimmäkseen poliittisen viestinnän kontekstissa. Tämä tutkimus osoittaa, 

että hybridisyys on hyödyllinen näkökulma myös maineen ja 

organisaatiotutkimuksen kontekstissa. Mainetutkimuksen piirissä tulokset 

korostavat maineen viestinnällistä, tarinallista ja emotionaalista luonnetta, ja 

todistavat että maine on osittain myös emotionaalista vetovoimaa. Maineen 

kognitiivisia ja emotionaalisia vaikutuksia tutkimalla tämä väitöstutkimus luo 

siltaa mainetutkimuksen eri koulukuntien välille osoittamalla, että maineet 

syntyvät hybrideinä, moniäänisinä ja emotionaalisina narratiiveina, joilla on 

myös mitattavia vaikutuksia niitä vastaanottaviin ihmisiin. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In December 2010, a student found plastic bags full of unused clothes from the 

street behind an H&M store in Manhattan. The clothes had still tags on, but 

they had been shredded with a knife. The student, puzzled by her discovery, 

decided to contact H&M. She never received a reply from company 

headquarters. Next, she turned to New York Times (NYT) asking if they were 

interested in covering the issue. NYT, a well-known traditional media actor, 

confirmed her discovery and wrote a piece about it. H&M refused to give any 

comments to NYT either. But the news started to spread like wildfire on 

Twitter, as individual tweeters expressed their disappointment over the 

company’s actions. The topic soon became known as the "H&M trashgate" and 

reached the top-three list of trending topics on Twitter, and stayed there for 

several days. At this point, but only after the online outrage, H&M decided to 

address the issue. A company representative returned the call from the NYT 

and responses on the company's official accounts were published on Facebook 

and Twitter. After investigations, H&M discovered that the particular New 

York store was violating the company’s policy which was to donate unsold 

clothing to charity. 

H&M trashgate was one of the first examples to show the ways in which 

social media could raise issues to news coverage, affect corporate publicity, 

and force companies to change their actions. Since then, similar cases and 

"gates" have emerged at an increasing pace, illuminating how the development 

of new media technologies has profoundly changed something in the ways 

organizational actors are treated in the public space. With the aim of 

unraveling these changes, in this dissertation the question asked is how stories 

of organizations are formed in the current media environment, and the kind 

of influence they have on individuals and organizations. From the perspective 

of organizational reputation studies, these narratives are reputation 

narratives: stories that define and evaluate the organization and its 

legitimization. Such stories have always existed, on coffee tables, in market 

squares, in the news media. However, along with the rise of new media 

technologies, the ways these narratives are born and circulated have 

profoundly changed, as have the ways the readers of these narratives are 

affected by the stories. 

In popular discourses, the changes in the communication landscape are 

mostly centered around the phenomena called social media, a part of the 

Internet which consists of platforms designed for interactive sharing of 

content and networking between individual users. However, both the 

development of the Internet and social media platforms have been made 

possible by the technological advances that have allowed things such as many-

to-many communication and universal authorship. In both popular and in 

academic discussions, there exists a multiplicity of terms that aim to describe 
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the technological changes, such as social media, digital media or web 2.0 (see 

also Laaksonen, Matikainen & Tikka, 2013). The aim of these concepts is often 

to understand either the technological properties, or the social and cultural 

meaning attached to these technologies. In this dissertation, I start from the 

premise that the technological and social are inseparable, but that they are 

mutually constitutive, parallel forces that affect one another (e.g., Lievrouw & 

Livingstone, 2006). Hence, narrating reputations is a social activity, but it is 

enabled and constrained by the technology through which it takes place. For 

this purpose, I consider digital conversations (concerning organizations) to be 

digital traces of the social activities, born from human activities but also 

afforded and affected by technology. Hence, for a researcher, digital 

discussions emerge as passages to investigate not only social practices, but also 

the technology through which they take place. 

A recent theoretical account that aims to cover the interplay between 

technology, social action, and different media settings, is the concept of the 

hybrid media system (Chadwick, 2013; Chadwick, Dennis, & Smith, 2016): a 

system in which old and new media forms are intertwined, and actors are 

involved in complex relationships within the flows of content. Within this 

system, spontaneous groups and networks emerge around issues, forming 

networked publics (boyd, 2010), many of which are affective formations 

(Papacharissi, 2015a). It is exactly the changed agency of the previously 

passive audiences and the affective nuances that make the environment 

complex and even disruptive (cf. Chadwick et al., 2016; Bruns, 2008): 

Communication channels previously mastered by traditional media actors 

broadcasting from one to many, are now challenged with billions of profiles 

posting their own stories, perspectives and facts, and creatively sharing, 

combining, and remixing content published by others. Many of these stories 

are picked up by the traditional media and recycled in news bulletins, and then 

shared again on social media platforms. Such hybrid news cycles can create 

real pressure for public actors and organizations. 

Here, I acknowledge that I am telling a story of the change and revolution 

caused by media technology, which should be considered with caution, as 

media scholars like Nick Couldry (2012, p. 9) remind us. However, it seems 

clear that social media along with other technological developments in 

communication are giving rise to changes in the environments in which people 

and organizations act. This is a premise this dissertation builds on: with the 

advent of social media, there has been a change in the power relations of our 

communication environment, a change facilitated by technologies. Even 

though we should be careful with the myth-making in relation to technology, 

at the same time, it becomes even more important to study what actually 

happens through those technologies. As I emphasized above, the organization 

of discussion on social media is affected by both the technology and the social 

structures and practices related to that technology. In this dissertation, this 

means analyzing not only the influence of technology, but also how the 

narratives, the social, and the organizational forms typical to that technology 
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shape the ways people narrate about organizations. Such a perspective on 

organizational reputation has not been widely studied before. 

Regardless of the technological environment, studying reputation means 

studying phenomena at the boundaries of organizations, individuals, and the 

society. Different definitions of organizational reputation emphasize either 

reputation as a form of intangible capital or as a collection of opinions, 

perceptions and views about an organization possessed by stakeholders (e.g., 

Lange, Lee & Dai, 2011). However, there is little knowledge of the ways in 

which these cognitive structures are actually formed and what roles they play 

in business–stakeholder relationships (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; Fischer & 

Reuben 2007). As Rindova, Petkova and Kotha (2007, p. 31) argue, “While 

strategy and organizational researchers increasingly recognize that observers’ 
perceptions and beliefs about firms have a substantive effect on firms’ access 

to resources and performance, the processes through which these perceptions 

form are not well understood.” This is a problem that becomes accentuated, 

because in the hybrid media system, there is a perplexing number of 

connections through which these perceptions can be formed—one prominent 

channel being the narratives stored on various social media platforms (cf. 

Aula, 2010). In addition, the new media technologies make it possible to study 

and trace the processes of reputation formation, unlike in the offline world. 

In order to study the construction of reputation in the hybrid media system, 

I have adopted a perspective to organizational reputation as a communicative 

phenomenon. Reputation is based on cognitive and affective representations 

of companies that develop as stakeholders make sense of the organization's 

activities (Fombrun, Gardberg, & Sever, 2000). However, what happens after 

this sensemaking is that the cognitive representations are communicated to 

other people, online or offline, often in the form of narratives that describe the 

organization and its actions—and narratives tend to have audiences which are 

or are not impressed by them. The impact of variables such as media coverage, 

organizational changes, and organization response strategies on reputation 

evaluations has been widely studied (e.g., Deephouse, 2005; Puncheva, 2008; 

Pfarrer, Pollock, & Rindova, 2010; Einwiller, Carroll, & Korn, 2010; Ma & 

Zhan, 2016), however, the ways narratives of reputation are received and how 

they influence individual members of the audience is still unknown. 

Furthermore, even while the affective aspects of reputation have been included 

in some reputation measurements (e.g., Fombrun, Gardberg, & Sever, 2000), 

the role of emotions in reputation formation and effects have not been widely 

investigated empirically. 

Thus, reputation is a cognitive, emotional and social conception, which can 

be studied through the lens of social constructionism (e.g., Rao, 1994; Aula & 

Mantere, 2013, Middleton, 2009), but also by adopting a positivist perspective 

of measuring reputation or its reception and effects (e.g., Fombrun et al, 2000; 

Dollinger, 1997; Neville, Bell, & Mengüç, 2005; Rindova, Williamson, & 

Petkova, 2005; Dijkmans, 2015). These, however, require rather different 

research approaches. In order to generate as broad an understanding as 
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possible of reputation, I argue that in a new technological context, it is 

necessary to study reputation from different inquiry paradigms, along with the 

alleged changed in power relations brought by it. Hence, with this dissertation, 

the aim is to investigate the construction and influence of organizational 

reputation in the hybrid media system using a multiparadigm perspective and 

a mixed methods approach. 

From a philosophical perspective, this dissertation follows the ontological 

perspective of realism (Phillips, 1987; Maxwell, 2012), which posits that there 

exists a world outside and independently of our perceptions, but the 

perceptions of that reality are always constructed from our personal 

standpoint. In contrast to the radical views of social constructivists, who claim 

all entities are only existent through discourse, realism emphasizes that there 

is an extralinguistic reality beyond text and talk (e.g., Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009). However, from an epistemological perspective, it is equally important 

to study both the reality and the meanings given to this reality through the 

language we use (e.g., Tsoukas, 2000). In this context, this means studying the 

meanings and assessments attached to organizations in and through 

storytelling, and the ways in which the hybrid technological context of the 

media affects these meanings. 

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

The aim of this dissertation is to study how organizational reputations are 

narrated in the hybrid media system and also what the effects and 

consequences of those narratives are. More specifically, the research questions 

are: 

 

1. How does the new communication landscape affect the formation of 

organizational reputation? 

a) What is the role of stakeholders in reputation narrating in the 

hybrid media system? 

b) What kind of interplay takes place between the technological and 

the social in reputation narrating in the hybrid media system? 

c) What is the role of affect in reputation narrating? 

2. What are the cognitive and emotional influences of reputation 

narratives in the hybrid media system? 

 

This dissertation is a compilation of five sub-studies and a synopsis 

chapter. The conceptualization of reputation as a communicative 

phenomenon is present in all the sub-studies. Study I creates a narrative model 

of stakeholder positions in a reputation narrative online. Study II investigates 

two reputation risk cases from a narrative perspective using social media data. 

Study III uses a structural narrative analysis to investigate how corporate 

Wikipedia entries are built up over time. Studies IV and V report findings from 



 

5 

experimental studies, in which the psychophysiological effects of two kinds of 

reputation narratives (online news and comments) were measured. I argue 

that the narrative perspective is particularly useful, since it allows for the study 

of both the content of the narrative and the roles of the narrators and the 

arenas in which the narrating takes place. Hence, a narrative lens opens up a 

view to the full process of communicating reputation in the hybrid media 

system. 

This dissertation builds on two research traditions, but also contributes to 

them: media and communication studies as well as organization and 

organizational reputation studies. First, by applying the concept of the hybrid 

media system in the context of organizational reputation, this research shows 

that the perspective is also applicable to other realms beyond political 

communication where it has originally been developed. Second, within 

reputation studies this dissertation highlights the communicative and 

emotional aspects of reputation. By investigating the cognitive and emotional 

effects of organizational reputation narratives, this study builds a bridge 

between the different schools of reputation studies: reputations are 

constructed as narratives, which are hybrid, polyphonic and affective, but they 

also have measurable effects on the people who consume them. 

This synopsis is structured as follows. First, in Chapter 2, I discuss the 

concept of the hybrid media system along with the recent changes in online 

media technologies, commonly called digital, new or social media. Next, in 

Chapter 3, I elaborate different approaches to organizational reputation and 

in particular, I highlight my own perspective of studying organizational 

reputation as a communicative phenomenon as well as the advances of 

adopting a narrative view. After this theoretical part, I move on to explain the 

research approach adopted in this dissertation as well as to describe the sub-

studies in detail in Chapter 4. Finally, findings are explained in Chapter 5 and 

discussed in Chapter 6 through four lenses: technology, storytellers, hybridity, 

and emotionality. Finally, in Chapter 7, I conclude by discussing what I call a 

hybrid reputation narrative in light of the findings reported in this 

dissertation: a polyphonic, emotional narrative, which is formed in a context 

characterized by relative power structures between human and non-human 

actors. 
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2 A HYBRID MEDIA SYSTEM 

Communication scholars have fostered considerable interest in the 

development of media technologies since the birth of the Internet. One of the 

first scholars to theorize about the changes in the media landscape was Mark 

Poster (1995) with his term “second media age”; a communication context in 

which the previous hierarchical model of broadcasting is replaced with a 

networked communication model with active audiences, and with a structure 

of communication that is decentralized and less hierarchical. Since 1995, and 

in particular during the rise of social media in early 2000s, new technological 

forms of media have unfolded in such a space that a need has emerged for new 

theoretical perspectives to capture the changes. More recent theoretical 

concepts that aim to capture these conditions are Manuel Castell’s (2009) 

mass self-communication, with a focus on blending modes of mass 

communication and individual broadcasters, and Henry Jenkins’s (2006) 

convergence culture, in which different media forms converge. Regardless of 

the term, we are in the midst of a technological environment which is complex 

and dynamic. As Hands (2013) puts it, there is no single Internet anymore but 

a multiplicity of distinct platforms. Similarly, there exists not one social media 

but many. In fact, the interplay of newsfeeds, networks, and algorithms result 

in a situation where individual user sees their own, customized version of the 

flow of online content, based on their connections, preferences, and previous 

activities on a certain platform. 

Many authors (e.g., Lessig, 2001; Manovich, 2001; Hine, 2000) emphasize 

a form of dualism that emerges through the interaction between technology 

and culture. For example, online sociologist Christine Hine (2000) defines 

Internet as both culture as well as a cultural artefact. Hence, the Internet is 

both a place for culture creation and formation, but also a technology 

produced by the culture, an artefact of the cultural activity on that platform. 

Similarly, Lev Manovich (2001) theorizes the mutual influence of the 

computer layer and the cultural layer, and discusses how the ontology of the 

computer affects the possible cultural representations and logics on the 

cultural layer. Many of the theoretical accounts of media technologies not only 

attach to social media but also apply to digital versions of traditional media. 

More precisely, social media can be seen as the end of a technological 

continuum. Manovich, for instance, wrote his theoretical foundations before 

the phenomena of social media was officially born, and discussed the 

transformation caused by new media technologies on old media formats. For 

him, features unique to new media, such as user interfaces and databases work 

with the conventions of old media.  

One of the recent theoretical accounts to describe the current 

communicative landscape has been the hybrid media system, a concept 

proposed by Andrew Chadwick (2013). According to this approach, old and 
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new media forms are intertwined and actors are involved in complex 

relationships within the flows of content in the media system (see also Van 

Dijck & Poell, 2013). Such interconnectedness is well shown in timely 

examples from corporate crises such as the H&M trashgate to natural disaster 

coverage or political elections. At the core of Chadwick’s argument is the idea 

that multiple media logics exist, not only one. Media logic is a term originally 

defined by Altheide and Snow (1979) as the set of principles governing the 

media institutions and their influence on other areas of society. In the hybrid 

media system Chadwick and others argue that media logics are “bundles of 

technologies, genres, norms, behaviors, and organizational forms” (Chadwick, 

Dennis & Smith, 2016, p. 8), hence pointing our attention to several levels of 

the practices emerging around media technologies: our mediated environment 

is formed in the practices of interaction between actors in different media 

settings. In this system, old and new forms of media become relative: they are 

forces in flow.  

The interplay with old and new media and their logics reflects the changes 

taking place in the relative power of different media systems: logics of newer 

media are gradually claiming space from older media institutions and media 

systems, to the extent that older systems are forced to adapt and new elites 

may be created by the new media (Chadwick, 2013). As Chadwick writes, from 

the perspective of political issues: 

“Political information cycles are built on news-making assemblages 
that combine older and newer media logics. They are composed of 
multiple, loosely coupled individuals, groups, sites, and temporal 
instances of interaction involving diverse yet highly interdependent 
news creators that plug and unplug themselves from the news-making 
process, often in real time.” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 6) 

As shown in the quotation above, Chadwick and others (2016) use the 

concept of assemblage (originally from Deleuze & Guattari, 1980) to 

illuminate the ways the hybrid media system is structured through loose, 

spontaneous, continually adapted connections between different actors and 

units: “Actors create, tap or steer information flows in ways that suit their goals 

and in ways that modify, enable, or disable others' agency, across and between 

a range of older and newer media settings” (Chadwick, 2013, p. 4). 

Assemblages have been a central concept for sociological thoughts 

emphasizing sociomaterial approaches such as the actor-network theory 

(Latour, 2005; Law, 2007). Some scholars, most notably Manuel DeLanda 

(2006), have even aimed to establish a new social theory of ontology around 

the concept of assemblage. A central characteristic of these approaches is a 

strong stance against essentialism: there are no inherent properties of a 

certain object, no existing categories of objects and no single hierarchies or 

organizing principles behind the assemblages of those objects. Bruno Latour, 

in particular, has focused on the nonexistent dichotomy between social and 

natural and through that, between human and non-human agency (Latour, 
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2005; Latour, 1993). Instead, the agency of actors, and through that society in 

general, is built up through associations and assemblages formed through 

those associations. Social science, hence, should focus on tracing associations 

between objects, human or non-human heterogeneous elements (Latour, 

2005); tracing the assemblages and their formation, reassembling the social. 

What the hybrid media theory does on its part is that it advocates such an 

approach for political media and communication studies. 

From an ontological perspective, the emphasis of these accounts is on the 

fluidity and precariousness of the social world. In a new situation, a new 

assemblage of various elements is formed. These elements can be material 

entities, but, in particular from the Latourian perspective, they can also be 

discourses about the material, references of the referents (Elder-Vass, 2015). 

In his empirical accounts, Chadwick (2013) does not put that much pressure 

on the participation of texts or discourses in an assemblage. Quoting Chadwick 

and colleagues (2016, p. 14): assemblages “comprise of multiple, loosely-

coupled individuals, groups, sites, and media technologies”. In this 

dissertation, I put forward the claim that the agency gained by texts, such as 

reputation narratives, in the assemblages of the hybrid media system should 

also be emphasized. This is not to say that texts, technologies, and other non-

human actors would have inherent agency, but that they gain agency through 

their connections to the human actants (Latour, 2005).  

Thus, assemblages and the connections that form them are play a crucial 

role in the hybrid media system, but they are spontaneous and sometimes 

unpredictable by nature. This ad hoc nature of the hybrid media system 

advocates two things: relative complexity of the hybrid media system 

(Chadwick, 2013; Chadwick et al., 2016) and a relational perspective to power 

and meaning (cf. DeLanda, 2006; Castells, 2009). In a sociotechnical system 

of the hybrid media the powers and capacities of both human and non-human 

actors emerge through their interdependent interactions. Quoting DeLanda 

(2006, p. 10): 

“Assemblages are relational. They are arrangements of different 
entities linked together to form a new whole. The crucial thing to note 
here is that for Deleuze, assemblages consist of relations of exteriority. 
This means two things. First, it implies a certain autonomy of the terms 
(people, objects, etc.) from the relations between them. Second, ‘the 
properties of the component parts can never explain the relations 
which constitute a whole’.”  

Chadwick's arguments for the hybrid media system are backed up by 

examples from the realm of politics. In this dissertation I argue that similarly, 

information that relates to organizations and their actions is created in 

assemblages of individuals and groups acting in different arenas of the online 

media space, in a dynamic process through which meanings of the 

organization and its actions are created, interpreted, and intermediated. In 

these assemblages, a role is also played by the discourses and by the material: 
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the technology through which the narrating takes place. In the following 

paragraphs, I will discuss how such assemblages exhibit the changed power 

relations in the online public sphere, relations characterized by affective 

participation and guided by the properties of the technology. 

2.1 CHANGING ROLE OF PUBLICS IN THE HYBRID 
MEDIA SYSTEM 

A profound starting point for the hybrid media system is the changed role of 

audiences. The changed agency of media users makes the hybrid media 

environment more complex and even disruptive (e.g., Chadwick et al., 2016; 

Bruns, 2008). Audiences are not passive recipients but active individuals, who 

interpret, reappropriate, and recontextualize the narratives and discourses 

they are confronted with: they change and challenge the meanings originally 

intended by the sender (cf. Davies, 2013, p. 8). Such changes lead to the 

development of new kinds of visibilities and in particular, changes in power 

positions (see Thompson, 2005; Castells, 2009). As Thompson (2005, p. 35) 

puts it: “The development of the media creates new fields of action and 

interaction which involve distinctive forms of visibility and in which relations 

of power can shift quickly, dramatically and in unpredictable ways.” 

This newly emerged agency of users is at the center of many academic 

discussions on social media. For example, Bechmann and Lomborg (2012) 

recognize social media as a form of communication that is de-institutionalized, 

produced by the users, and taking place in an interactive and networked 

manner. Therefore, social media is first and foremost user-centered, even 

individualistic (cf. Castells, 2009). Vincent Miller (2010) and danah boyd 

(2010) emphasize the networked nature of online publics, referring to the idea 

that both the technologies and the connections between people on those 

technologies are organized in a network, consisting of connections between 

nodes. As a mode of communication this makes digital media more 

decentralized and more diverse. Further, online publics and the content they 

create are scalable (boyd, 2010), which means that the potential visibility of 

content is large, as the new connections are generated through the sharing of 

content. 

On online platforms, stakeholders are spontaneously forming and 

reconfiguring networked publics that become active around a certain issue, to 

support or to protest or boycott (cf. Dutton, 2009; Luoma-Aho & Vos, 2010). 

boyd (2014) uses the term “networked publics” (see also Ito, 2008) to refer to 

the spaces constructed through networked technologies and imagined 

communities that emerge as a result of the intersection of people, technology, 

and practices. In essence, networked publics are simultaneously a place and a 

collection of people; people connected by digital narrating (also Papacharissi, 

2015a). Further, individuals are aware of the communicative power that is 

offered to them through these new technologies, and actively use social media 
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platforms to generate hybrid assemblages by making public their claims about 

organizations on various platforms (cf. Highfield, 2015). Chadwick (2013, p. 

64), again in the context of politics, calls such acts “timely interventions”: 

ordinary citizen may sometimes affect the political information cycle in new 

ways with the aid of digital technology. In particular, the newer media logics 

allow publics to exert influence over organizational actors. The influence is 

accumulated in the hybrid news cycle in which social and traditional media are 

circulating and hyperlinking each other’s content. 

From an organizational perspective, this suggests the need for continuous 

monitoring of the reconfiguring networks of individual stakeholders, who are 

taking new positions and communicating for different purposes, forming new 

issue-related masses and active audiences. For a researcher, studying these 

publics—or using Chadwick’s term, assemblages—allows us to investigate the 

options for narrating and affective engagement the affordances technology 

introduce (cf. Papacharissi, 2015a), as well as shifts in the power positions of 

different stakeholders. 

However, a few critical words are needed here. The practices of 

communication described above take place in an environment structured by 

technological and commercial background forces. First, even if the 

developments give reason to emphasize the role and power of users, at the 

same time multiple authors (e.g., Gillespie, 2010; Van Dijck & Poell, 2013; 

Hands, 2013; Clark et al., 2014) remind us that the agency of the users is 

performed on the platform, on the technology. Second, even seemingly equal 

and flat, there are certain players in the field, such as large Internet companies 

and social networking services, which have the power to structure the patterns 

of communication (Bechmann & Lomborg, 2012, 3; Gillespie, 2017; Castells, 

2009). Civic engagement takes place in commercial arenas, and there is no 

virtual, deliberative, rational public sphere (Papacharissi 2002; 2015a). Users 

of social media are simultaneously active communicators and participants 

creating their self-expressions and lifeworlds, but are also targets for 

companies to exploit and create revenues from (e.g., Bechmann & Lomborg, 

2012; Fuchs, 2013; Villi & Matikainen, 2016). Often in the public discussion 

about social media or web 2.0 these commercial aspects are well hidden 

behind the cultural and collective discourse (Van Dijck & Nieborg, 2009). 

Users are given a sense of participation (Dahlgren, 2009), but not necessarily 

any actual guarantee of influence. This is an aspect I will return to in section 

7.2. 

2.2 NETWORKED AFFECT IN THE HYBRID MEDIA 
SYSTEM 

One additional characteristic of the hybrid media system, as suggested by Zizi 

Papacharissi (2015a), is the logic of affect. She argues that the structures of 

connection and expression are characterized, more than anything else, by 
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feelings and emotions1. According to her, newer (and older) media invite 

people to participate in events that are physically remote but virtually and 

affectively close. Storytelling has always been the business of media, but 

“[n]ewer media follow, amplify, and remediate that tradition of storytelling.” 

(Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 4). She depicts social media platforms as a storytelling 

infrastructure that enables the feeling of being present, and allow for affective 

expression.  

As was discussed in Chapter 2.1, social media, in particular, are capable of 

activating latent ties between people, and these ties are important for 

generating networked publics. For Papacharissi (2015a, p. 125) affective 

publics are defined as “networked public formations that are mobilized and 

connected or disconnected through expressions of sentiment”. They are 

“powered by affective statements of opinion, fact, or a blend of both, which in 

turn produce ambient, always-on feeds that further connect and pluralize 

expression in regimes democratic and otherwise” (Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 

129). According to her, every single tweet, online video or meme is an “affective 

attunement” to that certain narrative, an expressive gesture of affect and 

engagement. When related to organizations, these pieces of content affectively 

invite us to experience certain affects, maybe joy or pleasure, or sometimes 

disgrace, indignation, and anger that becomes connected with the 

organization at stake. 

Papacharissi is not alone with her thoughts on the importance of emotions. 

There has been an increasing interest in emotions in communication research 

and in social science in general since the 1980s (Döveling, von Scheve, & 

Konijn, 2011; Frijda, 1986). This reconfiguration of attention has been 

declared as ‘the affective turn’ of social sciences (e.g., Clough & Halley, 2007). 

The expanded interest has opened many new perspectives;  in the early years 

of communication research, emotions were seen merely as ‘noise’ (Konijn & 

ten Holt, 2011), and research was more focused on the cognitive aspects of the 

reception process of media messages, relying on theories such as the 

hypodermic needle effect (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Such views have a long 

history in Western thinking, where emotions and affect have been likened to 

the irrational and illogical. However, the assumption that emotion and reason 

are independent phenomena has been challenged by work in psychology and 

neuroscience; neurobiology has demonstrated that in fact humans cannot 

even think without emotion, but emotion and cognition are deeply 

intertwined, as on the neurological level, are the limbic system and the 

neocortex (Damasio, 2005; 1994). 

What makes emotions and the online an intriguing combination is 

precisely this embodied nature of emotions demonstrated by psychological 

research; emotions have a bodily component, i.e., they are felt in the body in a 

                                                
1 Affect refers to both emotions and mood, mood being a long-lasting state of feeling tone, whereas 

emotions are short-lived experiences (Larson, 2000; Barlett & Gentile, 2011). In the social sciences, 

particularly in interpretivist research, the term affect is mostly preferred. 
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very concrete way (e.g. Lang, 1995). This embodied reaction is then 

communicated to others through expressive behavior or verbal expressions. 

Virtual presence and social interaction in the online, contrary, is necessarily 

disembodied (cf. Benski & Fisher, 2013) and hence parts of the emotional 

experience and expression are not transmitted to the online discussions—

apart from textual expressions of emotions and a limited set of emotional 

states expressible by smileys and emojis. Language used online, however, has 

been proved to be emotional in several studies (e.g., Persson, 2017; Gerbaudo, 

2016; Burgess & Matamoros-Fernandez, 2016; Choudhury, Counts, & Gamon, 

2012), and the emotionality of the content has been linked to virality (e.g., 

Berger & Milkman, 2010; Hansen, Arvidsson, Nielsen, Colleoni, & Etter, 2011; 

Dodds, Harris, Kloumann, Bliss, & Danforth, 2011). In particular, what the 

hybrid media systems allows for is the social construction of emotions as well 

as emotional contagion through the pieces of content shared. Further, there 

are many properties on the platforms that invite users to perform emotional 

reactions, such as Facebook ‘like’ buttons or ‘hearting’ content on Twitter or 

on Instagram. As Tamara Peyton (2013) suggests, such formulations 

transform liking from an internal, emotive action of an individual to a 

rationalized, discursive element; an act in the public realm. 

Hence, the hybrid media system is hybrid in multiple ways: not only in 

relation to technologies, but also a hybrid mixture of rational and emotional 

content and action. In essence, what happens is that hybrid forms of 

storytelling online remix the (seemingly more rational) news content with 

more affective forms of personal communication (Chadwick, 2013; Highfield, 

2015). In this system, existing dichotomies such as public/private, 

entertainment/politics, work/leisure become blended, and personal and 

political become intertwined (Papacharissi, 2015a, p. 25).  

2.3 MEDIA LOGICS AND TECHNOLOGICAL 
AFFORDANCES OF HYBRID MEDIA 

As mentioned above, Chadwick’s (2013) theory of a hybrid media system 

posits that different competing yet interdependent media logics exist in the 

media system. As both older and newer media function on different 

technological platforms, all such logics are somewhat dependent on the 

possibilities and limitations of the technology. Several authors (Manovich, 

2001; boyd, 2010; Miller, 2011; Van Dijck & Poell, 2013) have crafted lists of 

characteristics that best describe the principles or logics behind new media or 

social media to describe how, in practice, technology and culture are 

intertwined, and to explain the logics of content creation and distribution on 

the technology. Lev Manovich (2001) lists the principles of new media as being 

numerical representation, modularity, automation, variability, and 

transcoding. According to Vincent Miller (2011) digital media is digital (sic), 

networked, interactive, hypertextual, automated, and databased. José van 
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Dijck and Thomas Poell (2013) theorize the logics of social media and identify 

four grounding principles: programmability, popularity, connectivity, and 

datafication. Danah boyd (2010) posits that the four central affordances of 

networked technologies are persistence, replicability, scalability, and 

searchability. 

Together these conceptualizations point attention to technological 

characteristics and properties of the media that record, amplify and spread 

information and social activities, including the activities of organizational 

stakeholders such as reputational storytelling. Some characteristics are more 

related to the content and its circulation, others highlight the role and 

structure of audiences. The changed role of audiences was discussed in the 

previous section. Hence I will next discuss the media logics that relate to the 

content circulation by combining the different principles given by the 

aforementioned authors. The perspective of circulation is relevant since it 

affects the ways narratives are formed and, in particular, the ways they travel 

from one stakeholder to another in the hybrid media system. 

First, authors emphasize the dynamic and varying nature of online content. 

The characteristics of digital (Miller, 2011) and replicability (boyd, 2010) and 

datafication (van Dijck & Poell, 2013) all emphasize that any content online 

can be represented, stored and distributed as digital code. Hence, we are 

rendering aspects of our social lives into data that previously could not be 

quantified on such a scale. In particular, the digital form allows for copying 

and modifying the content. Manovich (2001) talks about variability as one of 

the key characteristics of digital media: all objects in it change over time. This 

means that the content of a Wikipedia entry about a certain corporation or a 

blog post narrating customer experiences can change slowly over time, or 

radically overnight. A video that criticizes an organization might be removed, 

but often the content has been copied to new locations and digital copies are 

hence distributed around the web. This emphasizes the variability and the 

processual mode of online communication, where any look at the online 

content is only a snapshot of the collaborative process (Gulbrandsen & Just, 

2011). 

Second, all digital content can be stored and retrieved later. Persistence 

together with replicability (boyd, 2010) as well as the database logic 

(Manovich, 2001) lead to a public space where online expressions are 

automatically archived (“what you say sticks around”), and these archived bits 

can easily be duplicated and thus archived in several versions to different 

locations. Hence, databases store and organize information and allow it to be 

searched retrospectively (boyd, 2010; Manovich, 2001; also Paul, 2007). This 

means that all stories produced by humans—or algorithms—are later 

accessible to other interested actors. Further, Papacharissi (2015a) adds 

sharing as an important feature of hybrid media system architecture. 

Technologies that enable, invite and reward people for sharing content, 

encourage particular forms of social activities. To a large extent, activities in 

social media are in fact sharing instead of producing original content (Kumpel 
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et al., 2015; Villi & Matikainen, 2013), and sharing is what makes the structure 

of the publics visible (Papacharissi, 2015a). Finally, hypertextuality (Miller, 

2010) reminds us how different texts or blocks of texts online can be linked 

and hence connected. This allows users to navigate through non-linear textual 

forms, leading to the blurring of reader and writer/producer roles (cf. 

Manovich, 2001; Bruns, 2008). Through hyperlinks, older and newer content 

can be combined to generate a narrative that encompasses the voices of 

multiple authors. 

 Third, even though social media platforms claim to be more equal and 

democratic in terms of participation, in practice the logic of popularity heavily 

dictates who gets to be heard on these platforms. Twitter, Facebook and other 

platforms utilize a variety of techniques to filter the content that is most 

popular, more likeable and more relevant and appealing to each user (van 

Dijck & Poell, 2013). In practice this leads to a Matthew effect (cf. Merton, 

1968), the phenomenon of the “rich become richer”, in terms of information 

and influence; people with larger follower counts or topics with larger 

numbers of likes or retweets are more likely pushed into newsfeeds (cf. Gerlitz 

& Helmond, 2013; Gillespie, 2014). Further, different metrics incorporated by 

the platforms, such as most viewed videos, trending topics, and follower 

counts, are all inherently built on the logic of popularity. From the socio-

economic perspective, again, these metrics and rankings can be “played” by 

the users to orchestrate desired content to the top (van Dijck & Poell, 2013). 

Popularity is one of the pervasive principles of social media and even more so 

when it comes to reputation formation: popular, reputable actors gain more 

followers and visibility, but so do negative cases that initially activate a large 

number of users. 

Finally, automation, listed by Manovich (2001), as well as the social media 

logic of programmability (van Dijck & Poell, 2013) refer to the fact that many 

parts of the content or the arrangements of the content we see online are 

automated, generated by machines instead of humans. In particular, this 

practice is visible in any processes of personalization or recommendation. 

Hence, not all processes in digital culture are guided by human intention 

(Miller, 2011). Van Dijck & Poell (2013) define programmability as the ability 

of social media platforms to steer users’ contributions and communication on 

those platforms. An important difference is the emphasis compared to 

traditional media, that programming takes place in two directions: the 

platforms affect the practices of their users, but also the users influence the 

flow of communication on a platform through their own action and 

interaction. Social media platforms use a range of algorithmic rules to control 

the flow of information, but how these rules are actualized depends on the 

choices and behavior of the users (cf. Beer, 2009). Hence, users can also 

misuse the platform and generate new ways of using the technologies. In part, 

these practices contribute to the unpredictable nature of social media and the 

entire hybrid media system. 
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All in all, principles or logics such as the ones discussed above highlight the 

nature of social media as socio-technical systems that are comprised of the 

technology, culture, and socio-economic structures (Van Dijck, 2013). The 

technological aspects and their effects on social behavior are sometimes 

approached with the concept technological affordances: the potential actions 

a technical system provides to the user (e.g., Hutchby, 2001; Bucher & 

Helmond, 2017; Stanfill, 2015; Gibson, 2015|1986). The concept emphasizes a 

certain productive power of the technology and the interface, which is seen to 

reflect or even reinforce certain social logics (Stanfill, 2015). Simultaneously, 

however, social media is a microsystem that not only constantly modifies but 

also is modified by the social activities users perform on that platform, as well 

as through the meaning people attach to that platform (Van Dijck, 2013). On 

a given platform—or in the interconnected system of platforms—user cultures 

and social behavior patterns are developed that also affect the actions of users 

on that platform (cf. Hogan, 2015). Such structures and cultures could be 

called social affordances, "the social structures that take shape in association 

with a given technical structure" (Postigo, 2016, p. 5; cf. Bucher & Helmond, 

2017). 

From this perspective, this dissertation highlights the idea of the mutual 

constitution approach of the social shaping of technology: the argument that 

technologies are continuously remade by the things users do with them, but at 

the same time technologies constrain or limit the range of available choices or 

actions for their users (Lievrouw & Livingstone, 2006). This is a stance 

separate from technological determinism, which posits new technologies 

determine and set the conditions in which social action takes place (Williams, 

1990/1975). Hence, technology is not an external force that defines the society, 

but rather technologies are embodiments or the cultural and social structures 

in which they are created (Ito, 2008; Hine, 2000; Winner, 1977, 1980). As 

Winner (1980) articulated, technologies are not neutral but are constituted for 

a certain purpose. Again, they are not forcing users to perform certain actions, 

but some technologies are more compatible with certain social activities than 

with others. The effect of technology, hence, is not caused by their essential 

technical properties, but by affordances that frame the options for action 

related to a particular object (Hutchby, 2001). 

Further, from the perspective of assemblages, this implies that 

technologies have different kinds of agencies depending on the connections 

through which they are present in the social situation. Technologies might 

have preferred modes of action built into them (cf. Grint & Woolgar, 1997), but 

the user and the situation will configure how they are used. Affordances, 

hence, are functional and relational aspects of an object’s material presence 

in the world (Hutchby, 2001, p. 448). They are properties that enable or 

constrain human activity around a non-human entity, but the properties might 

be conceived differently by different users. Therefore, it is important to study 

both the social and the material, to investigate the relations between the 

entities. 
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Lievrouw (2014) argues that most of the studies in the media and 

communication field follow a "constructivist, culturalist line, privileging the 

technologies’ social and cultural meanings and appropriations and framing 

technology primarily as an outcome or expression of culture” (p. 24). This 

approach is in contrast to those media studies that have followed a 

technological determinism view, i.e., share an understanding of media 

technology being either the intervening variable that explains measurable 

changes, the historical catalyst that explains a social shift, or a tool that 

changes the role of passive audiences (Gillespie, Boczkowski, & Foot, 2014, p. 

3). Similarly, in organization studies there has been either a strong focus on 

the technological effects or on the ways humans use the technology, neglecting 

the inextricable connected nature of social and material (Orlikowski, 2007). 

Paul Leonardi and Stephen Barley (2010, p. 3) argue, that in organization 

studies “the swing away from technological determinism toward social 

constructivism - - has gone too far”. They suggest a pragmatic view to 

sociomaterial reality is needed instead of avoiding technological determinism 

by any means. 

Following the thoughts of Lievrouw (2014), Van Dijck (2013) and 

Orlikowski (2007), I see technologies as an entangled part of the tangible 

everyday reality, but simultaneously tools whose meanings and usages 

becomes socially constructed through the ways users use them. Hence, even 

technologies are developed with certain practices in mind (Williams, 

1990/1975), people in their daily practices can end up with other, unintended 

and unexpected uses of the technology (cf. Hayward, 1990; Hutchby, 2001; 

Grint & Woolgar, 1997). Therefore, hybrid media cannot be studied only as 

technology, but they cannot be studied without the technology either. Bluntly 

formulated, social media tools were not created to serve as media where people 

could express their dissent towards organizations or politicians or to start 

revolutions. Nevertheless, they have grown to have a role as such tools.  
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3 REPUTATION NARRATIVES IN THE 
HYBRID MEDIA SYSTEM 

In the previous chapter, I started from the concept of hybrid media system as 

theorized by Andrew Chadwick (2013), and discussed the technological 

affordances of this system. In essence, these affordances create the conditions 

on which the digital narrating of the networked publics take place. Next, I will 

introduce the concept of organizational reputation, argue why reputation in 

the hybrid media system should be studied as narratives, and why emotions 

are an important aspect of reputation formation. 

3.1 RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES ON ORGANIZATIONAL 
REPUTATION 

Conceptually this dissertation builds on organizational reputation research.2 

Reputation is a concept used in everyday life, and hence in principle it is easy 

to understand. However, different academic disciplines do have slightly 

differing conceptions of organizational reputation and its formation (see 

Fombrun & van Riel, 1997; Chun, 2005; Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, & 

Sever, 2005), ranging from the economic perspective of treating reputation as 

market signals, to sociological perspectives of reputation as a relative 

assessment of expectations and norms. In addition, the word is often used 

interchangeably with words such as image or brand, all of which are part of 

the intangible resources of organizations (Hall, 1992). Here, I have followed 

the terminology suggested by Brown, Dacin, Pratt and Whetten (2006), 

whereby image refers to the associations the organization wants or believes 

outsiders hold about the organization. Hence, it is clearly an organization-

centric concept. Then again, brand is a symbol intended to identify and 

differentiate companies and their products and services from those of 

competitors (Fournier, 1998; Keller, 2003). Further, the concept of 

organizational legitimacy is very close to reputation: a legitimate organization 

is deemed responsible and useful in the eyes of its stakeholders (e.g., Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). 

There are, however, two viewpoints that make reputation unique compared 

to the sister concepts: it is stakeholder-based and includes a historical 

perspective. The most distinct feature of reputation is that in one way or 

another, reputation connects to the perspective of the stakeholders (cf. Brown 

                                                
2 Studies in this field use both terms of organizational reputation and corporate reputation. In this 

dissertation, I chose to use the broader term organizational reputation to emphasize that the discussions 

and findings of this dissertation are not related to business organizations only, but also to organizational 

actors such as public sector organizations and NGOs. 
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et al., 2006; Lange, Lee & Dai, 2011), often external ones. That is, reputation 

is something that is not owned or managed by the organization, but it is 

formulated in the minds of the stakeholders. Further, reputation emphasizes 

the accumulated historical meanings attached to an organization (Chun, 

2005); reputation always has its roots in actual experiences with the 

organization. Thus, the strength of reputation compared to brand or image is 

that it attaches to the actual activities and performance of the organization. It 

encompasses both the previous action and future prospects of the organization 

and through these, describes the total appeal of the organization compared to 

its rivals (see Fombrun 1996).  

Nevertheless, the concept of organizational reputation suffers, to some 

extent, of complexity and multidimensionality, and several attempts to clarify 

the construct have been made. Further, several scholars have attempted to 

draw lines between different schools of thought in reputation studies.  

In a review paper by Lange, Lee and Dai (2011), the authors proposed a 

threefold conceptualization to clarify the meaning of the concept. They 

suggested that reputation consists of the attributes of familiarity, expectations, 

and favorability. First, reputation refers to the extent an organization is 

familiar to its stakeholders; is the organization known among its audiences. 

Second, it encompasses the beliefs of the stakeholders regarding their future 

expectations of the company. That is, do the stakeholders attach certain 

qualitative attributes to the organization; is it known for something. This is an 

attribute that also relates to the perceived quality of the actor and judgments 

made by the stakeholders (cf. Rindova et al., 2005). Third, reputation always 

relates to the overall assessment of the actor’s favorability by its stakeholders, 

to the goodness and attractiveness of the organization (cf. Barnett et al., 2006, 

Aula & Mantere, 2008). This dimension also relates to affects and emotions 

stakeholders have towards an organization: reputations are affective 

evaluations (e.g., Rhee & Valdez, 2009), and a good reputation is a signal of 

attractiveness to the key stakeholders (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990).  

These three dimensions of reputation are common in studies building on 

different perspectives to reputation (Lange et al., 2011). Multiple authors have 

suggested that on a general level, the theoretical perspectives to reputation can 

be summed to two broad perspectives: the economic-evaluative perspective 

and the institutional-impressional perspective (see e.g., Rindova, Williamson, 

Petkova, & Sever, 2005; Lange et al., 2011; also Chun, 2005).  

From the economic-evaluative perspective, reputation is seen as a form of 

asset that can be measured and evaluated and that signals to stakeholders—

who are often investors, business partners, or customers—the quality and 

performance of a firm (see Weigelt & Camerer, 1999; Milgrom & Roberts, 

1986). This perspective directly links reputation to the financial performance 

of the firm, and reputation is seen a factor producing competitive advantage 

for the firm over its rivals (e.g., Fombrun & Shanley, 1990). In the larger realm 

of organization theory this perspective connects with the resource-based view 

of the firm which focuses on the different assets and capabilities of firms in 
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competing markets (cf. Hall, 1992; Deephouse, 2000). Reputation, from this 

perspective is a factor that helps an organization to achieve competitive 

advantage through differentiation (Hall, 1992). This asset, however, is not 

necessarily directly quantifiable, but rather is an intangible resource that 

proves its efficacy through various effects. A good reputation helps the 

organization to recruit better employees, to win new customers and to 

reinforce loyalty in the existing ones, as well as to enable low cost finance and 

good prices for its products and services (Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, & 

Sever, 2005; Yoon, Guffey, & Kijewski, 1993; Weigelt & Camerer, 1998). 

Reputation, therefore, is a means of differentiation and competitive advantage 

for an organization, a strategic and financial asset.  

Looking at reputation as capital, however, is a perspective that does not 

give insights into the question how reputations are actually formed (Aula & 

Mantere, 2008). Another prominent way to look at organizational reputation 

is to perceive it as interpretations formed in the minds of stakeholders, based 

on any encounter a stakeholder has with a company. Such reputations are 

always subjective and socially constructed by individual stakeholders or 

stakeholder collectives (Aula & Mantere, 2008). This approach is known as the 

institutional, interpretative or impressional school of reputation (Rao, 1994; 

Hall, 1992; Rindova & Fombrun, 1999), which sees reputation as the end result 

of interpretation and sensemaking by the stakeholders as well as the social 

exchanges between them on an organizational field. Thus, reputation builds 

not only on the stakeholder's direct experiences with the company, but also on 

any other form of communication that provides information about the 

organizations’ actions (e.g., Gotsi & Wilson, 2001). 

Further, Rosa Chun (2005) identifies a third school of thought within 

reputation studies, a school which opens an important perspective beyond the 

evaluative (capital) and impressional schools: the relational school. Evaluative 

and impressional schools are mostly interested on the perspective of single 

stakeholder groups, but relational school takes into account a broader 

spectrum of stakeholders and acknowledges differences in their perceptions 

and expectations. From this perspective organizations do not have a single 

reputation but many. The relational view, in addition, emphasizes the 

differences between stakeholder groups, but also stresses that the internal and 

external views are linked (cf. Hatch & Schultz, 1997; Davies & Miles, 1998). 

3.2 TOWARDS A COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH TO 
REPUTATION 

In this dissertation, I build mostly on the perspective of the impressional-

institutional school of reputation research. Hence, reputation is seen as a 

collective and discursive conception that is socially constructed in 

organization-society relationships (cf. Rao, 1994; Aula & Mantere, 2008; 

Deetz, 1986). More specifically, the focus is on the ways reputation emerges as 
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a communicative phenomenon in the context of the online, or in the context 

of the hybrid media space. That is, my focus is on the language, discourses, 

and narratives that are built around organizations in different digital arenas, 

where different forms of media interact and intertwine.  

However, I posit that this perspective does not exclude the idea that a 

discursive formation of reputation, when shared from stakeholder to another, 

does have some effects on stakeholder behavior; consequences that can be 

followed, studied, and even measured to some extent. Moreover, while the 

impressional school is more concerned with the collective awareness and 

prominence of a certain organizational actor on an organizational field (see 

Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, & Sever, 2005), the economic-evaluative 

perspective emphasizes the perceptions of individuals while they evaluate 

organizational actors. Barnett, Jernier and Lafferty (2006) portray these 

perceptions on a more detailed level as awareness and assessment: reputation 

reflects general awareness of a firm but, at the same time, also evaluations and 

judgements made of the firm. 

Hence, my perspective also incorporates viewpoints from the economic-

evaluative school of organizational reputation: reputation is a social construct 

that builds on individual perception and is manifested in discourses and 

narratives which can be analyzed and measured, and the effects of which can 

be studied. What emerges as a result, is a multi-perspective approach to 

organizational reputation as a communicative phenomenon. First, I define 

organizational reputation as a cognitive-emotional construct that exists as 

beliefs/perceptions in the minds of the stakeholders. Second, these 

perceptions are communicated to others via narration: stories told about an 

organizational actor. These narratives socially construct the reputation of 

organizations. Third, when such stories are received, read, and interpreted, 

they affect the ones who read them and hence influence the reputational 

beliefs they previously had, and probably also the behavior of the receiver. 

Hence, reputation is a phenomenon existing on many levels; on the micro-

level as the perceptions of the individual stakeholders, on meso-level as shared 

conceptions or narratives depicting that reputation, and on macro-level 

narratives in the hybrid media system. 

Looking at reputation formation and consequences through such a lens 

opens up opportunities to understand better the ways reputations are born 

and modified, and how they are part of the social fabric of business-society 

relationships. As Rindova, Petkova and Kotha (2007) argue, strategy and 

organization researchers have paid a great deal of attention to the effects and 

consequences of reputational beliefs and perceptions (e.g., Puncheva, 2008; 

Pfarrer, Pollock, & Rindova, 2010; Einwiller, Carroll, & Korn, 2010), but less 

attention is paid to the processes through which these perceptions are formed. 

Moreover, a focus on the formation of reputation allows for the study of 

different technologies and media and their role in the process of reputation 

narration. 
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In the following sections I will argue why it is useful to study reputation as 

narratives using three lenses: narrative and communicative view to 

reputation, affective dimension of reputation, and polyphony and hybridity of 

reputation narratives. Finally, the perspective of power draws together the 

changes and challenges generated by the emotional hybrid media system, and 

emphasizes why it is important to understand the process how reputation 

narratives are formed, and how they affect organization–society relationships. 

3.2.1 REPUTATION NARRATIVES AND REPUTATIONAL BELIEFS 

Research shows that the primary driver of stakeholders' attitudes and their 

future actions is the direct experience they have had with a company (e.g., 

Kazoleas, Kim & Moffitt, 2001). Alternatively, or in addition, they form 

opinions mediated by other people's opinions and influence (Bromley, 2000). 

In other words, if reputational experience is lacking, stakeholders will have to 

turn to reputational information (Mahon & Wartick, 2003; Puncheva, 2008). 

Building on Bromley (2000), these two paths of reputation formation can be 

called the first-order experiential path and the second-order representational 

path. Such representations can be offered by media (Carroll, 2013), 

government information or acquaintances—or what is increasingly common, 

by online discussions, online review services, and search engines. These are 

digital narratives of organizational reputation, told by multiple narrators in a 

hybrid media system. Narratives are means to reconstruct experiences and to 

share them with others (cf. Ricoeur, 1991; Bruner, 1986). Thus, reputation 

narratives reconstruct experiences stakeholders have had with an 

organization. 

Narrative as a general concept is endowed with a vivid research area on its 

own. In particular, the structure, sections, and classifications of a narrative 

have fostered wide interest within the social and organization sciences, to the 

extent that a narrative turn has been identified (see e.g., Czarniawska, 2004; 

Rhodes & Brown, 2005; Fenton & Langley, 2011; Barry & Elmes, 1997). Often 

(in organization studies in particular) the terms of narrative and story are used 

interchangeably without a clear definition. Some authors follow an originally 

linguistic perspective and make a clear difference between narrative and story. 

For example, Abbott (2002, p. 16) elucidates that “[n]arrative is the 

representation of events, consisting of story and narrative discourse, story is 

an event or sequence of events (the action), and narrative discourse is those 

events as represented.” Hence, there is a storyline of all the events related to 

the organization and its actions, but these events are represented as narratives 

told by different storytellers or narrators. Narrative differs from a story mainly 

because a narrative always has a narrator. 

Within management studies there exists a stream of research that looks at 

organizational reputation as a narrative construct (e.g., Vendelø, 1998; 

Dowling, 2006; Middleton, 2009). However, these studies tend to start from 

a management perspective and investigate the ways corporations can tell 
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stories to build and manage their reputations. The approach I have adopted in 

this dissertation is a more critical one, building on the concept of the hybrid 

media system and investigating the ways the online as a storytelling and story 

reading environment influences the content and consequences of the 

narratives. Seeing reputation as narratives brings our focus to two things: the 

content and events of that narrative and the narrators of the narrative. A 

narrative perspective allows for the deconstruction of a discourse to its 

building blocks and practices around the narrating, and hence offers a way to 

study not only what is narrated about an organization, but also how the 

process of narrating is organized and how it is affected by the technologies of 

the hybrid media system. 

In essence, this perspective is in line with the impressional school of 

reputation studies. Following the wording of Smythe, Dorward, and Reback 

(1992, p. 19), reputation is a collection of stories that is told about an 

organization. Reflecting the linguistic definition of a narrative, this means 

there is a story of all the events related to the organization, its actions, and the 

encounters with the organization and its stakeholders, but as Toolan (2001, p. 

15) argues: “In order to describe story we have to adopt a medium of 

communication such as language”. Hence, in conversations and media texts, 

parts of this story are assembled to a reputation narrative. This emphasizes 

the notion of reputation as a communicative phenomenon.  

Such narratives can be told, in part, by the organization itself, but on many 

occasions, they are told by the organization’s stakeholders. The narrator is the 

one who selects which events are told and in which order (Toolan, 2011). Thus, 

narrating is the textual end-result of stakeholder sensemaking of their own 

activities and encounters with the organization, and the narratives are visible 

traces of the social construction of the organization’s reputation. 

3.2.2 NARRATIVES, PERCEPTION, AND EMOTION 

Many classical studies emphasize the central role of narratives in human life, 

starting from claims that the narrative is the main mode of human knowledge 

(Bruner, 1986) and the main mode of human communication (Fisher, 1984; 

1987). Narratives are part of the way we see the world. Human perception is 

guided to see narratives even in still images or in seemingly unrelated events 

(Abbott, 2002; Bruner, 1986; Zacks et al., 2001). Further, narratives are 

emotionally and symbolically charged: they not only present facts, but infuse 

those facts with meanings and symbolism (Gabriel, 1998). They are a powerful 

tool of sensemaking: because "they provide a rich, multilayered representation 

of an episode that evokes understanding and empathy” (Lissack & Roos, 1999, 

p. 143). According to Bruner (1986) two modes of cognitive functioning exist, 

or two modes of thought, one being the scientific or rational and the other the 

narrative mode, the latter emphasizing lifelikeness, verisimilitude, and actions 

such as informing and convincing. 
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These modes are somewhat represented in organizational reputation 

research from the economic resource perspective, in which the traditional way 

of approaching and measuring reputation has been based on the stakeholders’ 
knowledge of a certain company and on rational arguments based on this 

knowledge, such as a company’s financial performance, product or service 

quality, workplace environment, corporate responsibility, and leadership (e.g., 

Fombrun et al., 2000; Aula & Mantere, 2008). However, recent emphasis on 

emotions within communication and organization studies has fostered 

growing interest in the emotional aspects of reputation as well. Scholars of 

strategic research have defined reputation as the knowledge about a 

company’s true characteristics and the emotions towards the firm held by the 

stakeholders of the firm, thus reputation reflects what stakeholders think and 

feel about a company (Ferguson, Deephouse, & Ferguson, 2000; Hall, 1992; 

Dollinger, Golden, & Saxton, 1997; Zyglidopoulos, 2001; MacMillan et al., 

2005). Hall (1992, p. 139) summarizes by saying that "reputation, which 

represents the knowledge and emotions held by individuals about, say, a 

product range, can be a major factor in achieving competitive advantage 

through differentiation".  

Reputation Quotient, one the better-known reputation measures 

(Fombrun et al., 2000), has acknowledged the role of emotions related to 

reputation since the instrument is divided into two broader categories: (a) 

emotional appeal and (b) rational appeal. Emotional appeal includes trust, 

admiration and overall feelings concerning the company. In turn, rational 

appeal is measured according to the knowledge-based/reality-based 

arguments presented above. To quote Fombrun (1996, p. 72), reputation is 

about a “company’s overall appeal to all its key constituents when compared 

with other leading rivals”. Thus, a good reputation is a signal of attractiveness 

to the key stakeholders (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990).  

However, while the emotional stance has been included in the ways 

reputations are measured, the impressional perspective or in particular the 

narrative perspective to reputation has not been connected with emotions or 

affects. If emotions are seen to affect the way stakeholders see the organization 

and evaluate its products and services, it can be assumed that emotions are 

also a factor when telling, writing, or reading reputation narratives. From this 

perspective, it is essential to investigate how the emotional beliefs, which are 

part of reputation, are formed.  

Keeping in mind the two paths of reputation formation (Bromley, 2000): 

experiential and the representational, emotions are present on both of these 

paths. When stakeholders interact with organizations directly, the experiences 

are both affected by the previous emotional beliefs they hold towards the 

organization, but also new emotional beliefs are generated through the 

encounter. These emotions are shared with others through reputation 

narratives. Similarly, narratives about an organization are read through lenses 

colored by the individual’s emotional beliefs. Hence, organizations become 

marked (cf. Damasio, 1994) with certain emotions in the minds of their 
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stakeholders. Building on this, in this dissertation the view has been adopted 

that emotions guide human behavior and that reputation as a cognitive–

emotional construct has a powerful influence on stakeholder activities such as 

decision making or narrating.  

As said earlier, I argue that reputation, on an individual level, is a set of 

beliefs within an individual that both affects and is affected by cognitive and 

emotional processes. This perspective is supported by the definitions of 

reputation in the management and strategy literature referenced above. These 

beliefs, that is emotional and cognitive evaluations, are involved in the process 

of storytelling that takes place in the hybrid media system both when narrating 

and interpreting those narratives. 

3.2.3 POLYPHONIC AND HYBRID NARRATIVES 

The classical model of a narrative comes all the way from Aristotle: a plot line 

starting from a beginning, passing through a middle and finally reaching an 

end. This linear model is known as the BME narrative (beginning, middle, 

end; e.g., Boje, 2008). According to a narrow definition by Czarniawska (1998, 

p. 2) “a narrative, in its most basic form, requires at least three elements: 1) an 

original state of affairs, 2) an action or event, and 3) the consequent state of 

affairs.” Distinct events themselves do not make much sense; for them to 

become a narrative, they require a plot, that is, some way to bring them into a 

meaningful whole (Czarniawska, 1998). Abbott (2002, p. 12) defines narrative 

as “the representation of an event or series of events” (and hence differentiates 

it from descriptions, expositions, arguments or lyrics). From an organizational 

reputation perspective, a classical narrative would hence be something like an 

annual report, which presents the year of a company as a clear line of events 

and numbers. 

However, more recently, post-structural and postmodern approaches to 

narratives have allowed less strict and less coherent definitions (see e.g., 

Gabriel, 2000, p. 25). According to these approaches, it is not necessary for a 

narrative to follow a certain structure or include a plot or a clear set of 

characters. The poststructural approach sees narratives not as solid objects in 

the world but rather as “narratological inventions construable in an almost 

infinite number of ways” (Currie, 1998, p. 3). According to scholars, this 

applies in particular to narratives that are created in the course of human 

interaction. Polletta and colleagues (2011) argue that in organizational settings 

narratives are not told uninterrupted but rather often unfold over repeated 

interactions, and that the meanings of these narratives are often negotiated 

between the teller and the audience.  

One prominent poststructural and postmodern approach to narratives is 

the concept of antenarrative developed by David Boje (2001, 2008, 2011) to 

describe patterns and trajectories that take place before a narrative is formed. 

Ante refers to both before and to a bet; it is something that exists before a 

coherent narrative is formed, and it is also a bet about the future. 
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Antenarratives are fragmented and loosely constructed, never conclusive or 

complete: “… bundles, weakly linked assemblages, not yet petrified into a tight 

narrative frame, complete with its stage metaphor” (Boje, 2011, p. 9). Hence, 

an antenarrative stance allows for the investigation of events and discourses 

that take place before the narrative is formed and told, giving angles to how 

reputations are built in interplay between different actors and narrators. 

In a hybrid media system, poststructural perspectives such as the 

antenarrative approach are particularly useful for understanding the 

storytelling that takes place online. According to Boje (2001) a narrative brings 

events and experiences to discursive existence. I argue that this is exactly what 

happens in the different arenas of the hybrid media system as people narrate 

their experiences and opinions about organizations. Many of these narratives, 

ranging from 140 character tweets to flaming forum posts, would not fill the 

classical model of a narrative. However, they are fragments of the narratives 

that reify the beliefs that exist in the minds of the stakeholders.  

Further, the technological platform of the hybrid media system enables a 

polycentric, polyphonic narration (cf. Chadwick et al., 2016; Manovich, 2001). 

In the different arenas of the hybrid media system, different actors produce 

their parts of the reputation narrative, and as the content flows from one arena 

to another, gets shared, curated, aggregated, interpreted and re-read, the 

narrative becomes collaboratively produced (see also Gulbrandsen & Just, 

2013). As Miller (2011, p. 22) writes, building on Manovich’s (2001) ideas of 

the database:  

“Networked, digital, hypertextual, databased environments tend to 
suppress narratives, and get rid of authors – – Hypertextual and 
hypermedia environments allow an autonomy to the user to select his 
or her own path through materials available, and databases allot 
users to retrieve and recombine existing objects, texts and data in an 
infinite number of ways.” 

The frame of such a narrative, however, is self-structured and therefore 

vulnerable to any new stories that aim to shatter the hierarchy (cf. Boje, 2001, 

p. 137). Therefore, any entity, any snapshot taken from the online narrative is 

always a sum of the current set of prevailing stories, and the end-product of 

the current context of the user. Reputation, in a hybrid media system, is 

bartering between stories, a living fabric of storytelling. 

3.2.4 NARRATIVES AND POWER 

Lastly, a concluding point is highlighted from the narrative perspective to 

reputation: narratives and narrating are often (if not always) connected to 

structures of power (e.g., Boje, 1991; Polletta et al., 2011). Narrating is a 

process whereby storytellers decide who to mention, what to leave out, and 

who to select as their audiences (cf. Toolan, 2011). Ewick and Silbey (1995, p. 

213) argue that narratives have hegemonic potential: First, they can contribute 
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to supporting and reproducing existing power and meaning structures and 

second, they “colonize consciousness” by organizing events, characters and 

details to organized wholes. Narratives, therefore, always present events and 

characters in relation to each other in an overarching structure, which often 

includes struggles or opposition (Ewick & Silbey, 1995). Hence, telling 

narratives always includes a practice of positioning (cf. Davies & Harré, 1990): 

how are the actors perceived and portrayed by the narrator?  

Second, as Ewick and Silbey (1995) articulate, narratives conceal the social 

conditions in which they are produced and simultaneously infer with the 

evaluations of plausibility: they draw assumptions and causal claims that 

cannot be tested or challenged outside the narrative. The question thus is, is 

the story plausible enough for the audience to believe it? Boje (2001, p. 72) 

writes that power in the network of storytelling is defined as the ability of a 

storyteller to get other people to abide within and live the plot they suggest. 

Reputation narratives, hence, are also devices through which stakeholders use 

their narrative power to define the organizations and to present them in a 

certain light, on a certain platform. As Czarniawska (2004, p. 5; 1997, s. 14) 

puts it: “other people concoct narratives for others without including them in 

a conversation: this is what power is about.”  
These powerful stories are not without consequences. The external views 

that constitute reputation are communicated and developed via stakeholder 

narratives, which again, when encountered, are interpreted and accumulated 

into the reputational beliefs. Fisher and Reuben (2007) build on social 

cognition theories to develop understanding about the ways reputational 

beliefs are developed by individual stakeholders. According to their 

perspective, on an individual level, reputations are attitudes that summarize 

the evaluations and favorability individuals experience towards an entity. They 

use signaling theory to explain how firms use different signals to communicate 

their offerings to the market (also Milgrom & Roberts, 1986). Such signals are 

interpreted by the receiver in a certain context defined by situational factors 

and stakeholder motivations. As Fisher and Reuben (2007, p. 58) formulate, 

“– – shared assumption is that an organization’s reputation rests on 

individuals’ categorizations and evaluations of the organization. While these 

categorizations and evaluations are likely to be influenced by the desired 

meanings of those who craft intended signals, factors beyond the signal itself 

can influence interpretations.” That is, factors that affect the individuals’ 
reputational beliefs can also be signals sent by other actors than the 

organization whose reputation is at stake. Hence, if such signals are reputation 

narratives, there is a need to investigate how different storytellers create these 

narratives in what kinds of assemblages they are formed in the context of 

different digital media platforms, and finally, how are they interpreted. 

When juxtaposing the conceptualization of reputations as narrative with 

the changes and power shifts eminent in the hybrid media system, the question 

of who writes these narratives, and in what contexts and technologies, 

becomes an important one. The perspective of power in storytelling leads us 
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to ask, what kind of power the narrators of organizational reputation possess, 

and who the stakeholders that play the key role in writing the reputation 

narratives are. These stakeholders are the ones with enough narrative capacity 

(cf. Romenti & Valentini, 2011; Vasquez & Taylor, 2001) to concoct narratives 

about an organization, and who use this power to shape the socially 

constructed organizational realities the organizations are acting in (cf. 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Stakeholders with narrative power are the ones 

who have the communicative skills and the means to articulate changes both 

in the organizational environment and in the organization's reputation 

narrative beyond the micro-level. 

An important way to study this narrating is to study the narratives 

themselves. As Ewick and Silbey (1995) suggest, narratives are socially 

organized phenomena which reflect the cultural and structural features of 

their production. Further, they argue that narratives have the capacity to 

reveal something about the social world that would remain silenced by other 

perspectives of methods (also Polkinghorne, 1988). Hence, narratives, even if 

only concerned with one company or organization, also tell something about 

the wider society between the lines—and something about the technological 

tools that are used to produce and disseminate them. In particular, narratives 

express the hybridity of the media system: the narratives that originate in one 

media form are picked and circulated by the other.  

Some of the properties of digital media discussed in Chapter 2 make it a 

unique environment from the perspective of reputation. In essence, reputation 

in the arenas of social media is constructed in similar ways as in any social 

network consisting of people. However, compared to other human networks, 

this network has two profound characteristics. First, the relationships created 

in online networks can be formed on a larger, less spatially limited basis than 

in the encounters in so-called real life—networked publics emerge around 

certain, often affective topics and connect actors across material and spatial 

limitations. Second, the traces of any organization-related conversations 

online are accessible by a larger audience and thus narratives can gain wider 

publicity beyond the original network. They are datafied, stored in digital 

format in different databases, where they can later be accessed through search, 

and they can become parts of other storylines or hybrid assemblages of 

information. By building on the concept of the hybrid media system, I set out 

to study how reputations of organizations are narrated in the hybrid media 

system, characterized by different media logics and technological principles 

and the affective attunement of individual storyteller-stakeholders. 
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4 RESEARCH APPROACH 

In this dissertation, I use a multi-methodological approach to investigate 

organizational reputation in the hybrid media system. The dissertation is a 

compilation of five sub-studies, each published or submitted as individual 

articles. Next, I will outline my general philosophical starting points and then 

move on to describe the sub-studies and their methodology in detail. 

 

4.1 CRITICAL REALISM 

As formulated in Chapter 3 in which I described my approach to the concept 

of reputation and its formation, I see reputation as a communicative 

phenomenon existing on multiple levels. First, it is based on actual activities 

of the organizations. These actions are real (e.g., there is a factory in a town or 

there is not, products are tangible objects, and services include real encounters 

either with a customer representative or an IT system), but the meanings given 

to these actions are individually and socially constructed and dependent on 

any individual preferences and preceding knowledge and assumptions. Hence, 

reputation is an un-identical reflection of these realities, constructed both by 

the individual and through social interaction between individuals—both 

heavily mediated by language. Reputation narratives exist only as 

constructions of text and language, but the events and storylines of these 

narratives are based on are generally real. 

As a philosophy of science position this approach points to the ontological 

perspective of realism (Phillips, 1987; Maxwell, 2012), which posits that there 

exists a world outside and independently of our perceptions, but our 

perceptions of this world are always constructed from our personal 

standpoint. No real, objective, universal or, in essence, correct understanding 

of the world can be achieved. As Maxwell (2012, p. 5) puts it:  

"A distinctive feature of all of these forms of realism is that they deny 
that we can have any 'objective' or certain knowledge of the world, and 
accept the possibility of alternative valid accounts of any phenomenon. 
All theories about the world are seen as grounded in a particular 
perspective and worldview, and all knowledge is partial, incomplete, 
and fallible." 

Realism or critical realism emphasizes that there is an extralinguistic 

reality that exist beyond text and talk. This is in contrast to the radical views 

of social constructivists, who claim there exists only text and talk (e.g., 

Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). Here, I build my perspective around the 

approach of Haridimos Tsoukas (2000), who argues against the classical 
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dichotomy between realism and constructivism. According to Tsoukas (2000) 

both have a point: there are social and political realities beyond talk and text, 

but these realities depend on how people discuss or write about them, and 

thereby give meaning to things such as organizations, politics, or culture. For 

example, in the context of institutionalization, Phillips, Lawrence, and Hardy 

(2004) have shown the existence of a recursive process in which texts and 

discourses create and sustain actors and their positions, but, at the same time, 

institutions exist as extralinguistic entities, which constrain and prefigure 

actions and texts. Further, this view is well in line with the relative school of 

reputation studies and the presupposition that each organization has multiple, 

constructed reputations (Chun, 2005). As discussed, reputation exists on 

multiple levels: as individual beliefs on the micro level, as organizational 

action on the macro level, and as constructed narratives on the meso-level. 

These levels are interconnected and affect one another. 

4.1.1 MIXED METHODS APPROACH  

Investigating the narrating that takes place online in relation to organizations 

means studying the social construction of organizational reputation as it 

happens. Further, studying the effects of these narratives on an individual is 

one perspective to study the function of these narratives as parts of our social 

reality. Borrowing the words of Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009, p. 37): 

"Social constructionists tend, unfortunately, as Bourdieu has pointed 
out about micro sociologists generally, to stop where the real fun 
begins, instead of posing questions such as: ‘Why do people construct 
society in the way they do?’ and ‘How do these constructions function, 
as patterns of social reality, once they have been constructed’?"  

In essence, this dissertation approaches reputation in the hybrid media 

space by using multiple methodological perspectives. The combination of 

different methods to study a phenomenon is generally known as 

methodological triangulation or mixed methods research (e.g., Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 1998; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010; Jick, 1979). This means using a 

research design that employs two or more distinct methods (e.g., semi-

structured interviews, observation, statistics) to investigate the same 

phenomenon, but from different angles. The rationale is that in a combination, 

the weaknesses of one research method are offset by the strengths of the others 

(e.g., Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007), or according to some writers, 

even to create a setting that allows for a more intensive investigation of the 

phenomenon (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). Method combinations can be 

constructed as consecutive (e.g., pre-study, iterative study), parallel (methods 

complementing each other in a setting), or nested (same data is analyzed 

qualitatively and quantitatively, for eaxmple classifying the content and doing 

a discourse analysis) (e.g., Arksey & Knight, 1999). Using such combinations 

is called methodological triangulation: either within methods, between similar 
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methods, or between different methods. This dissertation uses a parallel 

combination of methods to study the same phenomenon from different angles. 

What comes to epistemology, mixed methods settings start from the idea 

of paradigm pluralism; the assumption that a variety of epistemological and 

ontological premises can serve as the underlying philosophy of a study 

(Teddlie, 2010; Johnson, 2007). Thus, a mixed method approach rejects the 

traditional incompatibility of methods thesis, according to which it is 

unacceptable to mix quantitative and qualitative methodologies due to the 

fundamental differences in the underlying paradigms (Teddlie, 2010). 

Quantitative approaches are often—but not always—used from a positivist 

perspective and qualitative approaches often from an interpretative 

perspective. The aim of the quantitative approach is to deductively explain and 

describe behavior whereas the qualitative approach aims to inductively 

interpret and understand meanings that people employ within their social 

practices. However, as Hammersley (1993) states, in all research we constantly 

move from ideas to data and from data to ideas. Hence, inductive and 

deductive approaches, in essence, are combined in all research. As Read and 

Marsh (2002) argue, there are differences in epistemology and ontology 

behind methods, but they are easily overemphasized, and the academic 

discussion contemplating these differences has created an exaggerated picture 

of their irreconcilability (Bryman, 2004).  

The realist ontological position described above gives leeway to these 

traditional divisions and standpoints, and multiple perspectives to investigate 

a phenomenon are allowed for: from the critical realist perspective, the 

account achieved by both of these methods are equally "correct" or valid (cf. 

Maxwell, 2012). Constructivist methods are used not to study multiple 

realities, but to study the different perspectives of reality (Maxwell, 2012, p. 9) 

—an approach sometimes labeled as epistemological constructivism (Blumer, 

1969; Maxwell, 2012; Frazer & Lacey, 1993, p. 182; ref. Maxwell, 2012). 

Tsoukas (2000) argues that it is precisely this process of construction, taking 

place between the real and the social, that organizational scientists should be 

studying (see also Boje, Oswick & Ford, 2004). Then again, for critical realists, 

experiments are tools to capture the mechanisms underlying social realities—

tools that give elementary knowledge but that do not play out particularly 

usefully in studying social conditions or constructions (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009). Hence, the parallel use of different methods within a dissertation, 

allowed for by the compilation format, is well suited with this ontological 

position.   

Finally, a multimethodological approach is well grounded by the hybridity 

and fluidity of the online context: individual studies are the snapshots taken 

from the course of communication (cf. Gulbrandsen & Just 2011): one 

snapshot is a stored discussion, another is a measurement of the responses 

participants have towards a mediated message. As Markham and Lindgren 

(2014, p. 37) argue, social media are creating new ways of experiencing the 
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world, ourselves, and social action as something ad hoc rather than fixed, and 

this should be reflected in research settings as well:  

"Whether or not this is the case or anything radically new, social media 
help us see how our research contexts are not pre-existing milieus but 
an assemblage of elements 'constituted through the connections or 
articulations among elements’ (Balsamo, 2011, p. 15)." 

4.2 THE SUB-STUDIES 

This dissertation comprises of five sub-studies. Here I will give a short 

introduction to each of the articles. More detailed information and discussion 

on the methodological approaches can be found in the original articles. 

Study I. Casting Roles to Stakeholders – A Narrative Analysis of 

Reputational Storytelling in the Digital Public Sphere  

Study I is a narrative study of stakeholder positions, storytelling agency, and 

power in the digital public sphere as seen by organizational actors. The online 

communication platforms offer channels for organizations to express their 

views, but also to create space for the airing of stories by individual 

stakeholders who previously had no means of influencing corporate publicity 

on such a scale. This approach points to the manner in which individuals, as 

external stakeholders, contribute to the creation of reputation narratives and, 

further, how organizations see the role of the stakeholders in social media. To 

investigate the role of stakeholders online this study uses an interview dataset 

and builds on reputation as well as stakeholder theory, and applies the Salient 

Stakeholder Model (SSM, Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997), a dynamic model that 

allows for the investigation of how professionals attribute power, urgency and 

legitimacy to the different stakeholders' positions in the hybrid media system. 

Study II. Organizational reputation as intertextual antenarratives in 

social media 

Study II focuses on the organization-related narratives that are born on social 

media platforms and how they contribute to the formation of organizational 

reputation. In this study different online arenas, such as blogs and forums, are 

conceptualized as reputation arenas (Aula & Mantere, 2008), metaphorical 

sites where organization and its stakeholders meet through communication. 

Study II posits that such arenas are also formed in social media, where the role 

of stakeholders is even more highlighted. Reputation narratives are 

approached using the concept of antenarrative developed by David M. Boje 

(2001). Boje’s definition of an antenarrative as a nonlinear, incoherent story, 

built in the fragmented, polyphonic, intertextual and collective reality of an 

organization, is well applicable to digital arenas. Using the antenarrative 

approach this Study asks how are organizational reputation narratives formed 
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on online arenas? Second, the study investigates how the antenarrative 

approach can be applied to reputational narrating in the online public sphere. 

The question is answered through a qualitative narrative analysis of online 

material related to two cases.  

Study III. Constructing local heroes. Collaborative narratives of Finnish 

corporations in Wikipedia 

Study III identifies and examines the different narratives that represent the 

corporations as certain types of socio-cultural actors in the online 

environment of collectively updated encyclopedia Wikipedia. As the content of 

Wikipedia is open of anyone to edit, it offers a unique collaborative view to 

multiple stakeholder perspectives concerning an organization. More 

importantly, it is a hybrid technology by nature: an intertextual system that 

combines facts and discourses from different sources to one visible narrative. 

In Study III the premise is that open and collaborative online services such as 

Wikipedia create an arena for an on-going debate about the roles and 

responsibilities of companies and their activities in society, and an arena for 

discursive definition of the organization. In particular, as the wiki platform 

offers corporate critics an equal opportunity to shape the public image of 

corporations, it gives more visibility to negative issues such as scandals and 

failures in social responsibility. The aim of the article was first, to demonstrate 

the ways narratives of Finnish corporations are reproduced in Wikipedia 

entries, and second, to study how the conceptions of locality and nationality 

are presented within these narratives. 

Study IV. Online news and corporate reputation: A neurophysiological 

investigation 

Study IV presents an experimental study, where psychophysiological methods 

were used to investigate the effects of reputation and reputation narratives 

online. The study starts from the premise that while reputation and emotions 

have been connected on a theoretical level, only a few studies have empirically 

linked reputation with an individual’s emotional processes. The study builds 

on existing research on emotions and their effects in interpretation and 

decision-making. In particular, Study IV uses the somatic marker hypotheses 

(Bechara & Damasio, 2005; Damasio, 2004). According to the theory 

decisions processes are consciously or unconsciously influenced by marker 

signals that arise in bioregulatory processes and which are expressed in 

emotions and feelings. Through repeated exposure and experiences certain 

stimuli become marked with positive or negative feelings that directly link to 

somatic bodily states. To simplify, an individual's body signals how to judge a 

certain stimulus. These premises in mind, Study IV examined emotional, 

motivational, and evaluative responses to 48 positively and negatively 

valenced online news messages about companies with a good or bad 

reputation. In addition, to investigate the elements of the hybrid media space, 
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each news message was accompanied by reader comments, the valence of 

which was also varied.  

Study V. Use of psychophysiological measurements in communication 

research: Teachings from two studies of corporate reputation  

Study V is a review paper that discusses and evaluates the possibilities of 

psychophysiological methods to organizational reputation research by 

reflecting the results obtained from Study IV and another study of the same 

research group related to media company reputations. In the article the study 

of emotion in communication research is briefly discussed, and then the 

review moves on to describe the experimental protocol for studying reputation 

and emotions with the psychophysiological methods based on two research 

projects.  

4.3 RESEARCH DATA 

The sub-studies of this dissertation utilize four data sets; thematic interviews 

with communication and risk management professionals, social media 

discussion data, Wikipedia edit history data, and psychophysiological 

measurements from an experimental study. Table 1 presents a description of 

the data sets and the studies they were used in, and the research question they 

answer, with more detail below. 

As the main interest coming out of this dissertation lies in the intersection 

of the social and the technological in relation to reputation narrating, many of 

the data used in the sub-studies relate to a particular technological platform of 

social media. Despite that, the datasets are mainly depictions of the social 

activities. However, as mentioned in the introduction, I consider digital data 

to be the digital traces of the social activities that are born from human 

activities but also afforded or constrained by the technological non-human 

agents also present in the original storytelling situation. Thus, even though 

such data sets are not directly about the technological, they can be considered 

as ‘data crumbs’ signposted, framed, and afforded by the technologies through 

which they were born. 
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Data Description Analysis Sub-studies RQ 

Thematic interviews 
17 interviewees (from 13 

organizations) 

Narrative 

analysis 

I 1, 2 

Social media data 2 cases 

 

130 and 101 pages of 

blog posts, blog 

comments and forum 

comments 

Narrative 

analysis 

II 1 

Wikipedia data 
Full edit history of 14 

corporate entries 

Narrative 

analysis 

III 1 

Experimental data 

(psychophysiological 

measurements) 

39 participants 

 

Stimulus material: 

- 6 companies 

- 48 news 

- 96 news comments 

Linear Mixed 

Models 

IV, V 2 

Table 1. Research data and sub-studies. 

 

4.3.1 THEMATIC INTERVIEWS 

Thematic interviews were conducted with seventeen communications and risk 

management professionals in 13 reputable organizations in Finland, most of 

which were corporations. The organizations were selected based on their 

consistently positive ranking in the reputation rankings of 100 exchange-listed 

companies conducted annually by a Finnish consultancy. With the focus on 

good reputation companies, it was expected that they would have incentives to 

guard their reputation and, hence, existing practices for reputation 

management. Furthermore, to ensure diversity in experts’ views, 

organizations and firms were selected from several fields and domains. In 

addition, two prominent reputation risk specialists from consulting companies 

were enlisted to add their expertise on the subject matter. The industries 

represented were aviation, banking, energy, government administration, 

insurance, machinery, telecommunications, and consulting. 

A theme-centered interview technique was used to capture the 

interviewees’ views of reputation, risk to reputation, and the role of the 
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Internet and social media in reputation management. The thematic interview 

outline remained the same for all interviewees. However, the interviewees 

were allowed to depart from the outline whenever they chose, and pose ad hoc 

questions when relevant topics were raised. The interviews, conducted face-

to-face, lasted one to two hours each and were transcribed verbatim.  

4.3.2 SOCIAL MEDIA DATA 

Study II presents a two-case study. The attempt was to select prominent cases 

in which the organization was threatened by a reputational crisis, but with a 

different audience composition: the discussions around a wide societal 

interest case of a salary dispute of the Union of Health and Social Care 

Professionals (Tehy), and the niche-audience discussion around a case of liver 

problems related to products sold by Herbalife, a marketing company that sells 

nutrition, weight management and skin-care products.  

The online conversation data was collected using a social media analytics 

service called TracSense that harvests the content of Finnish social media. The 

service tracks social media discussions from a range of open platforms such as 

discussion forums, microblogs and blogs. Multiple confirmatory searches were 

run to make sure the cases would produce enough data for research. Search 

queries were based on keywords, which in this case were generated to 

correspond to the company names. TracSense organized the search results 

within a selected timeframe based on relevance, taking into account the 

frequency of the keywords mentioned in the text as well as checking whether 

the keyword was present in the title. Data collection time was delimited to a 

timeframe of approximately one month relevant for each case and the 

conversations flowing around it. Data were collected separately for 

blogs/microblogs and for discussion forums. For both queries up to fifteen of 

the most relevant hits were selected for further analysis. Blog posts included 

the post comments where available. 

4.3.3 WIKIPEDIA DATA 

The empirical material for Study III consists of the Finnish Wikipedia pages of 

100 top companies in Finland as listed by Talouselämä magazine, a local 

equivalent of the Fortune 500 ratings. The data were collected in June-July 

2012. To contextualize the materials, we first focused on the quantitative 

details of our data. In the first stage of the analysis, the 100 companies were 

categorized by their Wikipedia coverage using a comparative content analysis 

of categories such as presence, entry length, number of contributors, number 

of edits, company participation, and amount of debate. Of the 100 companies 

in the Talouselämä list, 85 had a Wikipedia entry. The average length of an 

entry was 633 words while the range was from 53 to 2156. For the total number 

of page revisions, the mean was 128 and the average number of contributors 

was 56. Based on this classification as well as on observed conflicts or critical 

discussions presented in their page edit history comments or on the discussion 
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page of the entry, 14 cases were selected for the second analysis phase. Such 

cases were expected to be the best representatives for studying tensions related 

to organizations and the expectations regarding corporations in the Finnish 

society. In the wiki entries analyzed here there were 106 editors on average, 

their average length was 995 words, and the total number of revisions ranged 

from 35 to 990. 

4.3.4 EXPERIMENTAL DATA 

In Study IV, an experimental setup was constructed to investigate the effects 

of company reputation, news message valence and news comments valence to 

the cognitive and emotional responses of the participants. Hence, during the 

experiment, all participants saw 48 news messages, positive or negative in 

valence, concerning either (a priori) good-reputation or bad-reputation 

companies, and accompanied with comments that were positive or negative. 

Also, the interactions between these different conditions were studied. 

Reputation evaluations and message valence ratings were controlled with a 

manipulation test. 

The Finnish companies included in the experiment were selected on the 

basis of a longitudinal reputation study of publicly listed companies, 

conducted yearly from 2001 to 2008. We selected the three companies with 

best reputation and three companies with worst reputation as indexed by the 

overall reputation score, calculated as the mean across the six reputation 

dimensions and eight years of the longitudinal study (cf. Aula & Heinonen, 

2001). For this experiment, 48 news messages about the six companies were 

selected on the basis of a pretest procedure. For the pretest procedure, 74 news 

messages (ten to 14 news messages about each of the six companies) in written 

form were selected from Finnish online newspapers. Each news message was 

accompanied with two reader comments. Physiological data were collected 

during the whole experiment (facial EMG activity, EEG activity, EDA). After 

each news message, the participants rated their emotional valence and 

arousal, subjective reputation, and their willingness to use the 

products/services of the company. 

4.4 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES  

As explained above, research outlined in this dissertation has employed a 

mixed-method approach to study organizational reputation in the hybrid 

media system. The two larger methodological approaches that have been 

applied are qualitative narrative methodologies and experimental settings 

with psychophysiological measurements. As suggested by the literature on 

mixed methods settings, combining different methods allows for a more 

thorough investigation of the phenomena studied as different methods can be 

used to study different aspects of the phenomena, and weaknesses and 

strengths of the methods are balanced. In this dissertation, the main focus is 
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on the formation of reputation narratives in the hybrid media system, which 

has been investigated by using narrative methods and textual data sets. These 

methods answer research questions 1a-1c. Research question 2, however, asks 

what influences do the reputation narratives have on the stakeholders who are 

reading those narratives. Hence, experimental methods with 

psychophysiological measurements were selected to examine the effects both 

on the physiological level and on the behavioral level. 

Such a mixed method approach thus includes both inductive and deductive 

reasoning to achieve the research results. Inductive reasoning proceeds from 

the observations, such as interpretative analysis of interview data, to tentative 

hypotheses and then theory. Deductive reasoning begins with the theory and 

proceeds to generate hypotheses based on that theory and then investigate 

them empirically with the ultimate goal of accepting or rejecting the 

hypotheses. In a mixed method project such as this dissertation, the different 

approaches complement one another in and between the sub-studies: for 

example, inductive observations regarding the affective nature of reputation 

narratives made during textual analysis guide the formulation of hypotheses 

in a deductive study. In practice, such reasoning naturally is not chronological 

but is rather a simultaneous and overlapping process which, in the end, is 

intractable to the schedules of the publications. 

Next, both narrative methodologies and experimental settings with 

psychophysiological measurements and the benefits of them are explained in 

detail. Limitations related to methods are discussed later in Section 7.2. 

4.4.1 NARRATIVE METHODOLOGIES 

Narrative methodologies have grown to be a prominent and popular approach 

in the social sciences after the so called narrative or linguistic turn at the end 

of the 19th century (e.g., Rhodes & Brown, 2005). The interested is partly 

related to strong, paradigmatic notions about the centrality of narratives in 

human life and cognition (e.g., Fisher, 1985; Bruner, 1986). Narratives can be 

used as a tool for analyzing the research material, but also as a method to 

collect the research material (Czarniawska, 2004): by asking interviewees or 

other participants to tell stories about their lives. 

Compared to other textual analysis, narrative methods traditionally focus 

on stories and their structure: the events, the plot, the content or the actors. 

Several classical models have been developed from this perspective, e.g., the 

components of a fairytale (Propp, 1968), the Greimasian actant model 

(Greimas, 1983), or the narrative functions of Roland Barthes (1977). Other 

types of structurally inclined models have focused on classifying the different 

kinds and archetypes of narratives (see Gabriel, 2000). Later, narrative 

methods developed in parallel to the theoretical development of the narrative 

theories, and writers have emphasized poststructural accounts to narratives, 

from deconstruction (Derrida, 1976) to antenarratives (Boje, 2001). Such 

approaches often come with the suggestion also to look behind the surface of 
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the text, to unravel what has been unsaid and what dichotomies are looming 

beneath the surface (cf. Czarniawska, 2004). 

As described in Chapter 3, this dissertation has taken a narrative approach 

to reputation. In three of the sub-studies, a narrative methodology has also 

been utilized. The reason for such a methodological approach is partly related 

to the conceptualization of reputation, but also to the opportunities that 

narrative analysis offers. As the main focus is to study reputation construction 

and effects in a rather novel context, I argue that a narrative approach better 

allows for the multi-leveled and structural study of the phenomena of 

reputation in the hybrid media system than, for instance, discourse analysis or 

rhetorical analysis. It allows, for example, the study of actor roles, platforms, 

communication patterns, and interpretations related to them. 

The methodological starting point for Study I was the thinking of narrative 

theorist Kenneth Burke (1945/1969), who developed formalist ways to study 

the structure of a narrative. Burke’s dramatistic approach was applied by using 

his pentadic model of narrative analysis, created to understand and study 

human motives. According to Burke (1945/1969), a story always involves 

characters in action, with intentions or goals, in defined settings, using 

particular means. The pentad operates through five principles or components: 

the agents (who?), their agencies (how?), their acts (what?), purposes (why?) 

and scenes (where?). The pentad model has been widely used as a tool for 

qualitative data analysis of interview data (e.g., Lule, 1988; Fox, 2002; 

Meisenbach, Remke, Buzzanell, & Liu, 2008). Stakeholder positions were 

extracted from the interview data using the pentadic model of narrative 

analysis, a tool created to understand and study human motives (Burke, 

1945/1969). The interviews were analyzed in stages by first identifying parts 

that concern reputation formation, then charting the mentioned agents, and 

finally by using Burke's pentad as a classification tool. The act-purpose ratios 

were identified as stakeholder positions, and finally the transformations 

between these purposes were analyzed using the attributes of the Salient 

Stakeholder Model (Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997). 

Study II adopts an antenarrative approach (Boje, 2001) to study 

organizational reputation narratives in online arenas. Using the 

methodological standpoints developed by David M. Boje (2001), the study 

combines thematic analysis with an adapted version of Boje's intertextual 

analysis of online discussion data. This combination allows for studying both 

what has been said and how the story has been constructed, as well as the 

study of different intertextual forces that influence the formation of reputation 

narratives. The intertextual analysis was modified to study both local and 

social contexts of narrating as well as precedent and antecedent texts that are 

nourished in the intertextual storytelling system of the hybrid media. 

Compared to traditional narrative methods, the antenarrative approach does 

not build on pre-existing categories or structures as such, but rather focuses 

on the in-between areas of taxonomies (Boje, 2001, p. 14; 122). This approach 

proved to be useful in the analysis of multifaceted online conversations, where 
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it would be difficult to apply a specific, pre-defined structure. For example, the 

existing categories or dimensions of organizational reputation were not used 

in the analysis. 

In Study III the fourteen Wikipedia entries selected were analyzed using 

narrative theories of Roland Barthes as a framework. We first distinguished all 

the micro narratives that went into building the entry via edit additions, and 

then classified all the narrative passages using the narrative functions as 

proposed by Roland Barthes (1977), to identify the key themes and critical 

points of the narrative. Using Barthes’s terminology, the events of the 

narrative are functions, which can be classified to four different groups: 

informants, indices proper, catalyzers, and cardinal functions. Informants are 

functions that contain depthless, transparent, and identificatory data. They 

bring ready-made knowledge and they have a weak functionality for the 

constructions of the narrative. Indices proper are functions that might look 

insignificant but they are charged with implicit relevance. Cardinal functions 

are hinge-points in the narrative, moments of risk that occur consecutively and 

entail important consequences. These are functions that cause the story to 

change its course. Between the cardinal functions there are catalyzers, 

moments of safety and rest, which fill the narrative space between cardinal 

functions. 

4.4.2 PSYCHOPHYSIOLOGICAL MEASUREMENTS 

The main purpose of Study IV was to conduct fundamental research in the 

study of the emotional aspects of reputation using psychophysiological 

measurements. Psychophysiology is a sub-division of psychology that 

investigates cognitive, emotional, and behavioral phenomena related to and 

revealed through physiological responses. Commonly measured bodily signals 

are facial electromyography (EMG), electrodermal activity (EDA), and 

electroencephalography (EEG). In experimental settings, psychophysiological 

signals are often combined with different self-reported items to cover the 

participants emotional, motivational, and evaluative responses. Hence, the 

experiments are designed to address both the participants' unconscious and 

conscious reactions to events.  

Facial electromyography EMG stands for measuring the activation of 

certain facial muscles that are known to relate to certain emotional states (cf. 

Ravaja, 2004). That is, facial EMG can be used to study hedonic valence of 

emotion (e.g., Tassinary & Cacioppo, 2000; Cacioppo, Petty, Losch, & Kim, 

1986; Fridlund & Izard, 1983). Increased activity at the zygomaticus major 

(cheek) and corrugator supercilii (brow) muscle regions has been associated 

with positive and negative emotions, respectively, when viewing media 

content (Witvliet & Vrana, 1995; Lang et al., 1993; Ravaja, 2004; Bolls et al., 

2001). In addition, increased activity at the orbicularis oculi muscle area is 

involved in the expression of genuine pleasure, and tonic activity is 

particularly greater during positive high-arousal emotions (Ravaja, 2004). 
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Electrodermal activity (EDA), commonly known as skin conductance, is a 

sensitive psychophysiological index of the degree of activation, responding to 

behavioral responses towards a wide range of stimuli. More specifically, as 

people experience bodily activation (i.e. emotional arousal) their SNS 

(sympathetic nervous system) is activated, resulting in increased sweat gland 

activity (Crone & van der Molen, 2004; Simons, Detenber, Roedema, & Reiss, 

1999; Hubert & de Jong-Meyer, 1990; A. Lang et al., 1993). In many studies, 

electrodermal activity (EDA) predicted post-message attentional levels (e.g., 

Grabe, A. Lang, & Zhao, 2003), decisions, judgments, and evaluations (e.g., 

Gakhal & Senior, 2008; Bechara et al., 1997).  

Electroencephalography (EEG) activity offers a good temporal resolution 

for studying cognitive, attentive, emotional and motivational processes 

(Klimesch, 1999). EEG alpha power activity (8-12Hz) is associated with 

cognitive resource allocation (Gevins, Smith, McEvoy, & Yu, 1997). More 

specifically, increased activity in the broad alpha band (8-12 Hz) is inversely 

related to underlying cortical processing and attention (Basar, Basar-Eroglu, 

Karakas, & Schurmann, 1999). In addition, research investigating exposure to 

positive and negative stimuli has shown that negative stimuli are often 

evaluated more extremely than normatively equally extreme positive stimuli 

(Bolls et al., 2001; A. Lang et al., 1993; Cacioppo, 1998). 

In the analysis phase, the data are analyzed using statistical methods, in 

our case the Linear Mixed Models (LMM) procedure in SPSS with restricted 

maximum likelihood estimation. Facial EMG and EDA are derived to mean 

values for 5-s epochs, as were EEG signals after they are filtered using the 

procedures common in the field of psychophysiology (see Study IV for details). 

Psychophysiological measurements provide several benefits when 

compared to traditional self-reported experimental methods (see Study V in 

detail). First, psychophysiological data can be collected continuously during 

the whole experiment without the need to interrupt the subject to ask 

questions or to fill in questionnaires. This also implies that 

psychophysiological signals have good temporal accuracy throughout the 

whole experimental situation. Thus, it is possible to make inferences about 

processing changes during the task. If data were obtained using solely self-

reported responses collected at the end of the situation, responses could be 

heavily affected by the very last moments of a long-duration task. Second, 

these methods also allow individual events to be tapped into. Using 

psychophysiological measurements, it is possible to differentiate between the 

reactions elicited by, for example, news and comments alone as in Study IV. 

Finally, self-reported data may be affected by the subject’s tendency to answer 

in a socially acceptable way, whereas with the psychophysiological methods, 

unconscious processing may also be studied. 
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4.5 RESEARCH ETHICS 

Ethical perspectives, especially the general aim of not producing any harm to 

research subjects, are a major prerequisite for any academic study including 

online research (e.g., TENK, 2009; Markham & Buchanan, 2012). In this 

dissertation, the rights of the subjects were ensured using the protocols of 

anonymization and informed consent. 

In the interview data, all data were anonymized during the qualitative 

analysis, as well as when reporting the findings. The interviewees were given 

full details about the research project the interviews were part of, and 

permission to record the interviews was sought. 

In the online discussion data, all discussants referred to have been 

anonymized in the articles. It could be claimed that this is not enough, since 

the original contribution might be found with a search engine using the 

quotation text. However, since the published versions are in English and 

original texts in Finnish, the likelihood of finding the original contributors is 

quite limited. 

The main arena of Study III, Wikipedia, promotes openness and 

transparency as one of its core principles, and this principle in practice also 

makes Study III possible as all the edits can be tracked. Also, the identity of 

the narrator, in the form in which the editors themselves wish to disclose it, is 

available for a researcher. However, the identities of individual editors are not 

the main focus of the study and they were only scrutinized if their user names 

explicitly indicated that they represented an organization. 

For the experimental data referred to in Studies V and VI, the voluntary 

participation of the subjects in the experiment was confirmed using forms of 

informed consent, in which the aim and procedure of the experiment was 

explained and they were given permission to quit the experiment at any time. 

Further, the data had already been fully anonymized during the statistical 

analysis. Participants received compensation for their time in the form of 

cinema tickets. 
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5 FINDINGS 

As presented earlier, this dissertation is a compilation of five sub-studies. In 

this chapter I will briefly present the main findings from the sub-studies and 

answer the research questions. Studies IV and V are presented together since 

they utilized the same experimental data. 

5.1 STAKEHOLDERS AS STORYTELLERS OF 
REPUTATION 

Study I explored the narrative positions of stakeholders, storytelling agency, 

and storytelling power in the digital public sphere as seen by organizational 

actors. The results show how the power of stakeholders is assessed by 

organizational actors and how, in practice, the alleged power shifts in the 

hybrid media system are actualized from an organization's perspective. Hence, 

the results are not a description of reality in an empirical sense, but they 

represent the reality constructed by the professionals in their professional 

activities. 

The Study presented a model of stakeholder power, in which stakeholders 

take different positions on intended actions. Using a qualitative data set 

derived from seventeen interviews with communication and risk management 

professionals, and based on a pentadic analysis (Burke, 1945/1969), seven 

purposes of stakeholder action were identified, and these purposes were 

further translated into narrative positions of stakeholders and the 

organizations. The positions were Information seeker, Influencer, Pressurer, 

Communicator, Mender, Monitor, and Intermediator. These positions were 

occupied by different actors, such as individual users, communities, online 

media and the organization itself. The stakeholders can take different 

positions depending on the issue, on the situation, and, on the phase of the 

narrative. Roles for organizations, however, are limited: the most dominant 

role of the organization was that of a mender, correcting false information and 

aiming to replace it with correct, positive information. 

Next, the different trajectories of character development, i.e. stakeholder 

movement between these positions, were studied. According to the results, the 

most relevant chain for reputation formation online consists of circles of 

spreading activity among the non-organizational agents: individuals, 

communities, and masses. The chain starts with an individual influencer, 

whose opinions gain visibility on different arenas of the hybrid media system. 

First, a community is created, then the issue starts spanning wider to larger 

audiences. When a “critical mass” is reached, the issue becomes so legitimate 

and powerful it is likely to gain coverage in traditional media as well. Hence, 

the hybridity of a developing narrative is clearly present in the professionals' 

accounts. 
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Most importantly the Study reveals how the power of individual 

stakeholders is assessed by the professionals. The ways individual 

stakeholders gain power and legitimacy online is analyzed using the 

dimensions of Stakeholder Salience Model (Mitchell et al., 1997). The 

identified stakeholder positions move in the dimensions of urgency, power 

and legitimacy, in a process where issues, scenes of action, and network 

positions all play prominent roles.  

All individual stakeholders that produce timely content relevant to the 

organization are considered urgent. The organization’s interest is mostly 

related to whether the stakeholders monitored have power or legitimacy, or, 

most favorably, both. Following the SSM, legitimacy is deemed to be present 

when the claims of an entity are seen as desirable or socially accepted—in this 

context within a social system of norms, values and beliefs that is exhibited 

inside the organization. Similarly, power is designated as a salient attribute of 

a stakeholder when the stakeholder has the means to impose its will on the 

other party in the relationship.  

 The individual stakeholder positions of influencers and pressurers are 

stakeholders, who have urgent claims but neither power nor legitimacy. In this 

regard, three transformations from sole-urgency towards other attributes 

were identified: mobilizing crowds, issue recognition, and scene 

transformation.  

First, the transformation from urgency to urgency-power occurs in digital 

communication arenas through changes in actors when individuals form a 

mass. Hence, a stakeholder becomes powerful when she mobilizes a crowd of 

people. This is also a matter of skills: the mechanism of mobilizing crowds can 

operate faster if the individual has power to build and reconfigure the structure 

of the network. 

Second, a transformation from urgency to urgency-legitimacy happens if 

the stakeholder’s claim is valid, connected to legitimate issues such as product 

safety or corporate social responsibility. Thus, a stakeholder becomes 

legitimate when the issue is recognized as meaningful and timely for the 

organization (cf. Sedereviciute & Valentini, 2011). Legitimacy is a game of 

rationality: emotional perspective and reactions make the interviewees regard 

the stakeholders as less legitimate, even though, at the same time, emotions 

are seen as a powerful factor in delivering and disseminating the message. 

Third, both power and legitimacy are gained when an issue is 

transformed to a more prominent media arena, that is, to the traditional 

media. This trajectory is formed on a scene-act ratio, and follows two patterns: 

agency moving, firstly, from social media to traditional media, and, secondly, 

from social media to an organization’s websites or other official arenas. Thus, 

even though social media and their individual actors can be considered to be 

powerful, the traditional media as a scene, regardless of the stakeholder 

position, bestow stakeholders with power and legitimacy—and such position 

is acquired through the involvement of an issue brought up by an individual 
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online stakeholder. Hence, the interviewees still saw traditional media 

coverage as the most significant media platform for reaching larger audiences.  

However, the pentadic analysis reveals how the scene alone does not 

determine the power attributes of the stakeholders. Other relevant attributes 

are the connections between various stakeholders and the size of the audience 

—and most importantly, the issue at stake. Thus, in the interviews what the 

professionals depict are the hybrid assemblages of different actors, issues, and 

arenas. Stakeholder power is relational power that forms through the 

assemblage. 

5.2 INTERTEXTUAL AND HYBRID NARRATIVES OF 
REPUTATION 

The starting point for Study II was the postulation by Smythe and colleagues 

(1992) that reputation is a collection of stories about an organization, and that 

these stories are often told by actors other than the organization itself. In the 

article, two reputation-risk cases were empirically investigated using online 

discussions related to those cases. Both cases were analyzed using 

antenarrative analysis methods of thematic and intertextual analysis (Boje, 

2001). The intertextual analysis in particular shows how the technological 

context invites narrators to generate intertextual narratives that combine 

different antenarratives to a polyphonic reputation narrative. 

First, the analysis shows how the reputation narrative of an organization is 

formed in the hybrid media system in an interplay of different actors and texts. 

The intertextual analysis investigates the connections between macro level 

global context narratives and the local context stories of the microlevel. Macro 

level stories can be identified as the narratives written by the organizations 

themselves as well as by traditional media actors. Bits of these narratives enter 

the micro level stories created by the audiences and become reformulated and 

circulated in the process of online discussions. Hence, the study depicts the 

assemblages (cf. Chadwick, 2013) generated through spontaneous 

connections between different actors in and across the hybrid media system. 

In this process the audience becomes, as individuals and as a collective agent, 

an active narrator of the reputation narrative. Writers actively interpret the 

macro level stories and form their own perspectives to the stories they write 

and disseminate. This interpretation is heavily opinion-based: narrating 

organizational reputations online is a form of presenting opinions and 

evaluative statements of societal actors such as organizations, and 

incorporating those with antenarrative fragments from other media and other 

actors. 

Second, the results show that narrating reputations online is highly 

dependent on the stories written by the traditional media. News items act as 

conversation triggers and as valid sources of information — even through 

online users do not hesitate to challenge the perspectives presented and when 
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in doubt, they actively strive for the original sources as well—be it the company 

website or a scientific journal article, if accessible. From the perspective of 

media technological affordances, this practice emphasizes the hypertextuality 

of the online (cf. Miller, 2010), and again, the hybrid assemblages of the hybrid 

media system (Chadwick, 2013). 

Hence, the findings from Study II strongly emphasize the intertextuality of 

reputation narratives online. The intertextual system is illuminated by using 

the Boje's framework of intertextual antenarrative analysis, which shows how 

small story fragments become assembled to reputation narratives by 

collectives of stakeholders on a given platform. Results show how reputation 

narrative is an unfinished, not necessarily logical story, which remains open 

and ambivalent, but can nevertheless be captured in a certain timeframe or 

context by tracing the narrative on social media platforms. 

5.3 NARRATING REPUTATION THROUGH 
COLLABORATIVE TECHNOLOGIES 

Study III looks at a very specific arena of the hybrid media system. The aim of 

the Study was to demonstrate the ways narratives of Finnish corporations are 

reproduced in Wikipedia entries, and to study how the conceptions of locality 

and nationality are presented within these narratives. Study III used a 

narrative analysis inspired by Barthes (1977) to identify the key themes and 

critical points of the narrative. The findings of Study III are twofold. First, the 

study presents the editing process and how the core content policies of 

Wikipedia affect the creation of corporate entries. Second, it identifies a 

structure of creating representations of corporations in Wikipedia through 

narratives, and scrutinizes how the conceptions of locality become visible in 

this process.  

The editing of Wikipedia is guided by three core content policies: a neutral 

point of view, verifiability, and no original research3. The two latter policies, 

verifiability and no original research, in practice mean that every new piece of 

information inserted needs to come with a reference. This contributes to an 

intertextual network of micro narratives that is shown as the solid entry for 

any random Wikipedia visitor, and creates a complication of the digital 

presence of the organization. Further, the requirement of a reference in 

practice leads to an over-representation of newspaper articles as a source.  This 

happens in particular when the topic is related to corporate history or critique. 

Hence, our findings show that the voice of traditional media is still strong in 

the collaborative encyclopedia. The viewpoints of individual Wikipedians, 

however, are expressed in subtle and clever ways through the choice of words. 

                                                
3 Wikipedia:Core content policies https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Core_content_policies 

(Accessed January 2nd 2017) 
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Hence, Wikipedia becomes the embodiment of the hybrid media system within 

a single platform. 

The first core content policy of Wikipedia NPOV (neutral point of view) 

formulates a prerequisite of using neutral tone and to represent differing 

viewpoints fairly in the entries. Some edits are regarded as informants, facts 

(such as financial details, financial success, or corporate history), but some 

edits are more easily regarded as being opinions or as being otherwise biased 

and hence contested by other editors. Such details relate to e.g., corporate 

success, strategy or in particular to stakeholder opinions. Our analysis 

illustrates how the neutrality of the entries is contested by both promotional 

narratives and critical counter narratives. Such parts often emerge as the 

critical hinge-points of the narrative, when the company is explicitly or 

implicitly criticized and a series of edits follows the first addition as editors try 

to find the words. Further, any emotional or biased statements are quickly 

corrected back to factual and source-based information. Again, regarding the 

role of news media, it is notable that almost anything published in trusted, 

well-known media is accepted as a factual source, whereas press releases, 

campaigns or reports published by non-governmental organizations are not. 

Further, Study III shows how locality-related issues are a passage through 

which more loaded narratives are given space in the entry. Locality refers to 

details and descriptive stories presenting the company’s activities in Finland 

and its connections and actions in the Finnish society. Such narrating was 

strongly present in many of the corporate entries, sometimes clearly visible 

and written out, but sometimes hidden between the typical sections of a 

Wikipedia entry. Most often it was visible in the history section, where the 

nearly heroic stories of Finnish corporations’ history are told. In Barthesian 

terms (see Section 4.4.1) these microstories are indices proper: stories that 

seem unbiased reporting at first but nevertheless carry implicit relevance 

regarding the story as a whole.  

All in all, the results show how organizations are narrated and evaluated in 

a certain technological context over time. The representations generated are 

multivocal, multisided, and polemic representations of the companies. This is 

a process guided not only by the technology but also by the content policies 

formulated, editing guidelines and most importantly, the social affordances of 

the user culture of the platform. Hence, reputation narrating in Wikipedia is 

influenced by both technological and social affordances. 

5.4 COGNITIVE AND EMOTIONAL EFFECTS OF 
REPUTATION NARRATIVES 

In Study IV, as well as in the first two studies described in Study V, the main 

goal was to examine emotional, motivational, and evaluative responses to 

positively and negatively valenced online news messages and comments about 

companies with a good or bad reputation. The results show that reputation 
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and the reception of reputation narratives is also an emotional process, even 

though the elicited emotions were not very intense.  

First, good and bad reputation companies elicited differing responses from 

among our experiment participants. Good-reputation companies elicited 

higher levels of approach motivation and attention compared with bad-

reputation companies, as measured by frontal EEG and EDA activation (see 

Section 4.4.2). Further, self-reported pleasure and willingness to use the 

products or services was higher for good-reputation companies. These 

findings are in line with somatic marker hypothesis (Bechara & Damasio, 

2005), and indicate that particularly approach or withdrawal motivation 

differentiates good-reputation and bad-reputation companies. 

Second, the study showed that both positive news messages and reader 

comments elicited higher subjective reputation evaluations and higher levels 

of willingness to use products/services compared to negative messages and 

comments. This means that reputation narratives have effects on how people 

evaluate companies, and that the media are agents shaping and influencing 

opinions related to the actors they depict and, through that, their reputation 

(e.g., Deephouse, 2005; Einwiller, Carroll, & Korn, 2010). Bromley (2000) 

described the two paths of reputation formation: direct experiential and 

indirect representational. The results from Study IV show that the indirect 

representational exposure to news-mediated reputational information leads 

the companies being ‘‘marked’’ by positive and negative feelings (see Bechara 

& Damasio, 2005). Further, only the news comments elicited responses in 

EEG, EDA and corrugator EMG, indicating that positive peer comments 

elicited approach motivation and attention, and negative comments elicited 

negative emotions. This effect was not observed for news messages. Hence, 

these findings suggest that reputational information produced by peers online 

might be more influential than the more traditional news content. 

Finally, interaction effects between the conditions indicate that messages 

containing information that is in line with the company’s reputation are better 

received. A congruency between reputation valence and message valence 

evoked positive emotions (indexed by increased zygomaticus EMG activation). 

That is, any positive-positive or negative-negative combinations are better 

received and become emotionally marked (cf. Cacioppo & Petty, 1979). This 

finding is in line with ideas presented in reputation studies about the ways 

company reputations develop in spirals: bad-reputation companies are 

expected to generate bad news and vice versa (cf. Aula & Heinonen, 2016). 

Another important observation highlighted by interaction effects is that news 

coverage or other publicity for a company is interpreted via the company’s 

reputation: effects of digital message valence and reputation valence are more 

significant together than alone. In other words, reputation, as a mental 

representation and as a perspective, affects how we read messages on different 

media. 

All in all, the findings of Study IV show that organizational reputation is a 

factor that affects emotional and motivational processes, and that it is one of 
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the factors that influences the situation of reading narratives that concern 

companies. Further, the results suggest that the emotional tone of online news 

stories and reader comments may result in the images of companies becoming 

marked by positive and negative feelings, thereby affecting reputation 

formation. Hence, the study shows that different forms of reputation 

narratives assembled in the hybrid media system do have effects on the 

perceptions of individual stakeholders. 
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6 DISCUSSION: TOWARDS HYBRID 
STORYTELLING 

The Economist, a globally well-known weekly news magazine that focuses on 

economic and political issues, recently opened a blog on a platform called 

Medium.com. On that platform, blog posts are written by individual reporters, 

such as a recent post4 by Jason Plamer, reporting on a visit to Jackson 

Laboratory, one of the world’s biggest supplier of laboratory mice. The blog 

posts are edited and curated by the news magazine editors. Both the writer and 

the editor make selections on what to include in the text and where to link from 

the text. At the bottom of the page they add keywords relevant to the post, 

which function as links to other posts marked with the same keyword. Further, 

the platform uses simple machine learning algorithms to give readers links to 

other similar stories and stories that other users who read that particular post 

also read. Any reader is given the opportunity to write their own comments to 

the story, in addition to which the platform offers buttons to share the link 

easily on other social media platforms. A few hours or days after the blog post 

is published, the crawling spider from a search engine comes and crawls 

through the content to index it in their database, hence making it accessible to 

any information seeker through their web search interface—and most likely to 

anybody searching for information on the Jackson Laboratory. 

This dissertation started from the premise that the technological and social 

developments theorized as the hybrid media system have somehow changed 

the ways reputation narratives are formed and modified, and set out to 

investigate how. There are many traces of such novel hybrid storytelling 

practices and agencies encapsulated in the example above. In light of the sub 

studies’ results, I argue that narratives of organizational reputation are formed 

in the hybrid media system in such ways that the previous conceptions of 

narrative reputation cannot fully take into account the nuances induced by the 

new technological and social context. Instead, there emerges a need to 

conceptualize reputation as a hybrid narrative, a story told in an assemblage 

of social and technological actors. 

In the following sections, I will discuss the idea of narrative reputation from 

the perspective of the hybrid media system and the affordances of digital 

media described in Chapter 2, as well as in the light of the results from the sub-

studies. This approach allows for the investigation of not only the content of 

the narrative, but also the roles played by different narrators as well as the 

technological platforms on which the storytelling takes place. In essence, I aim 

to discuss what characterizes reputation narrating in the specific context of the 

hybrid media system. I will do that by taking four different perspectives: 

                                                
4 https://medium.com/the-economist/the-strange-life-of-a-laboratory-mouse-

fdcfae80cb2d#.10gsme61e (Accessed January 4th, 2017) 
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technology, storytellers, hybridity, and emotionality. Finally, in Chapter 7 I 

will conclude this work by discussing what a hybrid reputation narrative is, 

and by discussing the theoretical and practical contributions of this research.  

6.1 TECHNOLOGICAL AFFORDANCES 

The dynamic and variable nature of the online content (Miller, 2011; boyd 

2010, Manovich, 2001) is the property that allows the hybridity in the first 

place: the possibility to copy, transfer and re-present content on different 

arenas. From this perspective, the story in the Economist is only the starting 

point. The life trajectory of the narrative presented in the post continues to live 

as readers started circulating it on other platforms and linking it to their own 

discussions about the topic. In these discussions, it becomes either a 

supportive statement for the sharer's own view or a target of criticism. From 

the perspective of the reputation narrative of the Jackson Laboratory, it is a 

story fragment, an antenarrative that becomes embedded in the reputation 

narrative through different storytellers—or a unit that connects to the loose 

assemblages of the hybrid media system.  

All online content is dynamic in the sense that new content constantly 

appears and old ones are updated. Most of this content, however, remains in 

the newsfeed, logs and databases for subsequent readers as well. This property 

of persistence (cf. boyd, 2010) makes reputation narratives online much more 

long-lasting than many of their non-digital counterparts. Online 

communication forums become archives of knowledge and opinions that can 

be searched later and we can return to the moment when, for instance, the 

birth of a company called Facebook or the end of the Nokia telephone business 

was discussed. Through hyperlinking, again, these narratives create a passage 

back to the network of stories existing at that time: different storylines as well 

as storytellers of the hybrid media system remain archived, and writings from 

an individual actor can be retrieved and retraced. Some of the antecedent 

narratives are clearly linked to a certain storyteller, while in some the 

authorship is more hidden. Nevertheless, any reputation narrative online 

quickly becomes polyvocal, exhibiting the voices of multiple authors. 

Wikipedia, for instance, emerges as a storytelling platform that builds on the 

logics of replicability, variability and hyperlinking, and through collaborative 

storytelling generates an emergent and polyvocal narrative picture of a certain 

organization in a single Wikipedia entry—as shown in Study III. 

Reputational storytelling in the hybrid media system takes place on a 

network structure, formed between different actors, content, and platforms. 

Existing studies of the structure of the Internet show that such networks 

typically follow the power law distribution (e.g., Laszlo-Barabasi, 2003), 

through which the most popular nodes gain most followers and attention. 

Such a centripetal force is present in any social network, but power law is also 

stimulated or even enforced through technical solutions that organize the 



 

51 

content of the newsfeeds according to popularity and publish lists of most 

popular content or most popular actors. Through network structure and power 

law distributions, popularity becomes one of the pervasive principles of 

reputation formation in the hybrid media system: popular, reputable actors 

gain more visibility, but so do negative cases that initially activate a large 

number of users—like the H&M trashgate presented in the introduction and 

well shown in both case studies in Study II. This effect is also reflected in the 

stakeholder power transformation of collecting crowds identified by the 

interviewees in Study I. 

All these properties are technological affordances of the hybrid media 

system that allow for certain kinds of narrating and invite and encourage users 

to perform certain actions on the platform. The results of the sub-studies show 

that the material presence of the technology is a factor that affects the 

formation and circulation of reputation narratives online. Further, a narrative, 

cross-media perspective derived from the hybrid media system approach 

allows for an investigation of the affordances of the hybrid media system as a 

whole, not only the ones of a particular platform. Certain practices born on a 

certain media platform become dominant and get copied to other services, 

finally merging into a socio-technical set of actions and technological 

affordances central to the technical platforms of the hybrid media system. 

These affordances frame users’ actions so that we are invited to view the most 

popular content, follow the most popular users, react affectively to posts, and 

to share and repost them across various media platforms. These affordances 

are also manifested by the use of certain words that in the end encompass a 

wild variety of practices—sharing as the megaword of social media being one 

prominent example (cf. John, 2012; Lampinen, 2015). 

Technology, however, is not the only level of the socio-technical system of 

the hybrid media, as emphasized also by the computer-culture layers of Lev 

Manovich (2001) or the artefact-culture continuum presented by Christine 

Hine (2000). Despite the invitations made by the technology, the human 

element and the social forces assembled to form a reputation narrative remain 

significant. Technology enables things such as storing, searching and sharing, 

but it is required that the users first learn how to use these features, and later 

develop situated and purposeful ways of using them. As mentioned in Chapter 

2.3, social media tools were not created to serve as tools for people to express 

their dissent towards organizations or politicians, but users have 

reappropriated them as such tools. Further, as the mutual constitution 

approach to social shaping of technology (Lievrouw & Livingstone, 2006) 

emphasizes, also the properties of the technology have been designed and 

engineered in another assemblage, where human and social interaction have 

also played a role. Hence, content creation in the hybrid media systems is 

affected by both the technological affordances as well as social affordances—

in this study the most notable example being the core content policies of 

Wikipedia, formulated through a social process. Therefore, I will next move on 
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to discuss the more social level of reputation narrating by taking the 

participation of stakeholders as my focus. 

6.2 STORYTELLERS OF REPUTATION 

The changed roles and transformed power of individual audience members 

were one of the premises of the hybrid media system theory. As shown in the 

sub-studies of this dissertation, there are various ways stakeholders 

participate in the storytelling of reputation within the hybrid media system.  

First, through their self-authored stories they are storytellers of reputation 

(ante)narratives, incorporating their own opinions and perspectives in the 

reputation narrative. The results from Study I exhibit the changed agency of 

users in reputation formation afforded by the hybrid media system, from the 

perspective of the professionals in organizations. Supported also by findings 

of Study II and III, the findings show how individual stakeholders (such as 

laypeople, consumers, or customers) are able to take roles that are different 

from the ones they previously could have taken. Individual stakeholders 

become storytellers of reputation in two ways: They proactively narrate their 

own experiences (Study II in particular), and they generate collaborative 

narratives by building them based on the other material available in the hybrid 

media system: by actively searching for information given by others, by using 

content of the traditional media (Studies II and III). This process of 

antenarrative reputation formation shows in the online discussions as well as 

on Wikipedia, a platform that structures a kind of antenarrative storytelling 

system aided and guided by the technology. 

The second form of stakeholder participation is manifested by hyperlinking 

and curation. By creating hyperlinks to content, stakeholders also curate the 

reputational content available to other readers and simultaneously generate a 

hybrid narrative. This practice is both enabled and stimulated by the platforms 

and their technological design, and a process partly generated by automation. 

It is notable that many of the hyperlinks online are not generated by human 

actors but by various non-human code-based actors such as Wikipedia bots 

(Geiger & Ribes, 2010). Hence, as a more implicit, hidden form of participation 

(cf. Villi & Matikainen, 2015; Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017) stakeholders also 

contribute through reputation narration through the automation and 

algorithmic structures of the different platforms. Like-buttons and Twitter 

hearts directly contribute to the popularity of a certain story fragment in the 

hybrid media system. What might be even more relevant, considering the 

properties of searchability and storage, implicit participation also takes place 

through any clicking on any platform: Opening a link on a newsfeed on Twitter 

or on Facebook adds to the measure of engagement generated by that content 

and hence is an indicator of its popularity (cf. Gerlitz & Helmond, 2013). 

Clicking a search result on Google gives the search engine a signal that the 

given result was relevant to the search term and hence raises its popularity in 
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the Google's internal but invisible ranking system. Through our clicks, we are 

all hybrid storytellers, whether we want it or not.  

Further, as Study I shows, different stakeholder roles and positions are 

connected to how professionals attach power attributes to the online actors. 

This is a process that well reflects the hybridity of the online: the power of 

narrating is not only connected to the stakeholders and their properties, but 

also the connections between the actors, their actions, and the arenas on which 

they act. In particular, the interplay between various media forms, the 

storytelling arenas, is highlighted. What we see here can be approached 

through Chadwick’s (2013) conception of assemblages: the spontaneous, 

continually adapted connections between different actors and units that 

connect agents over different media settings. Such process is also hybrid in the 

sense that actors of the assemblage may change during the reputational 

storytelling. The Economist's blog post, for instance, can end up as a building 

block in various assemblages with very different storyteller intentions—as did 

traditional news media in Study II and Study III. 

The lens of the assemblage emphasizes the relativity of power (e.g., 

Chadwick, 2013; Lukes, 2004; Castells, 2009). A network reading of the 

stakeholder positions would say that the power of a hybrid reputation 

narrative is defined through the associations between individuals, crowds, 

issues, and arenas (cf. Latour, 2005). That is, based on Study I, if individuals 

connect with one another and collect a crowd they become powerful by 

forming a mass. They also become powerful through an association with 

certain issues that reside higher in hierarchy of issues relevant for the 

organization (note that also the amount of people around an issue might raise 

its significance). They also become powerful if the issue transforms from one 

arena to another (cf. Aula & Åberg, 2013), hence if the issue becomes hybrid. 

Empirically this is not an easy process to track, as the relationships between 

both the organizations and stakeholders, and also between the different scenes 

of the hybrid media system are complex (cf. Hallahan et al., 2007; Chadwick, 

2013). However, it allows a more situation-aware and context-aware reading 

of the narrative. As Chadwick (2013, p. 17) notes, the relational perspective to 

power allows us to look beyond "categories of people who are supposedly 

powerful or the specific roles that people must supposedly always perform if 

they are to be powerful." 

Therefore, even though communication in social media can idealistically be 

described as more symmetrical and less hierarchical as compared to previous 

forms of media (see Bruns, 2008; Bechmann & Lomborg, 2012), this notion 

should be critically reflected upon. While the Internet may allow fewer 

hierarchies and more democratic communication by pluralizing the societal 

spheres, it does not automatically democratize them (Papacharissi, 2002; 

2015a). Instead, storytelling abilities are dependent on the social and 

technological settings in which the storytelling takes place. On some 

platforms, the social affordances that affect the formation of a reputation 

narrative are particularly visible: for example, in the Wikipedia data, the 



Discussion: Towards Hybrid Storytelling 

54 

policies of the platform culture have been formalized to the written content 

policies, which guide everything that takes place inside the encyclopedia. In 

addition, as Chadwick and colleagues (2016) have stated, the traditional media 

and societal elites adapt to the new environments and invent ways to sustain 

their power positions. 

Finally, what is emphasized by Study I is that the professionals in 

organizations draw a picture in which stakeholders are playing in the opposing 

team, acting against the organization in the positions of influencers or 

pressurers. The positions describe the roles in which corporate representatives 

discursively place their stakeholders, that is, they exhibit organizational 

expectations of stakeholders' actions in the narration. Hence, in the narratives 

of the professionals, the stakeholders are strongly constituted to certain 

subject positions (cf. Althusser, 1971). This can lead to a situation where more 

constructive or supportive stakeholder positions, such as situations when 

stakeholders stand up for the organization, are not so easily understood by the 

professionals. 

6.3 HYBRIDITY OF REPUTATION NARRATIVES 

There is a reason why I chose to discuss the findings of this dissertation 

through the example on The Economist's blog. The concept of the hybrid 

media system underlines how different media forms are intertwined in 

complex relationships in the digital media environment. A blog founded by a 

traditional media actor is itself a illustration of hybridity. What is more 

important is that in light of the findings from the sub-studies, traditional 

media actors still emerge as powerful actors in the process of hybrid reputation 

narrating, as indicated by Studies II and III for which the data were collected 

from social media arenas. 

Study II in particular shows how the content of traditional news media 

plays a prominent role in the reputation narrating online. News acts as the 

starting point for the discussion, as points of reference to check the facts and 

to follow the storyline. Many of these linkages, however, are hybrid in the 

sense that a piece of news is rarely shared without any accompanying comment 

that shows the viewpoint of the poster (Study II). Hence, in the hybrid media 

system, different forms of media as well as different ways of narrating about 

an organization become merged. This supports the findings of Einwiller, 

Carroll, and Korn (2010) as they show stakeholders being more dependent on 

the news media in connection to reputation dimensions that are difficult to 

directly experience or observe—for such issues the news media serves as the 

main source of information. 

An emphasis on hybridity allowed by the technological design and enforced 

by the platform policies is visible in the online encyclopedia Wikipedia (Study 

III). The findings show that within the corporate entries, the voice of 

traditional media is strong in the corporate entries. The legitimate role 
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attached to traditional media makes it a trustworthy source for any factual 

information, and these sources are needed since the policies require editors to 

give sources to any information they add. In discussion arenas, however, news 

content is similarly used as an information source and it also functions as an 

agenda-setter for many conversations (Study II). 

Reputation narrating is also hybrid in the sense that opinions and facts 

become merged. This interwoven network of factual information and 

opinionated content is particularly highlighted in Study II, but also on a 

subtler level in Study III, where the opinionated voice of the individual editors 

exists between lines and is expressed, in quite subtle and clever ways, by 

selecting the words wisely. Hence, opinionated and somehow biased story 

fragments are present on platforms designated for such purposes, but also on 

platforms that give a polished image of an arena with factual and rational 

content such as Wikipedia. These observations reflect the notion of 

Papacharissi (2015a), who outlines how personal narratives become political 

in the hybrid spaces, which are both personal and political at the same time. 

Further, what is less visible in the empirical studies of online content but 

shows in the interview data used in Study I, reputation narratives also travel 

from social media to traditional media. This often reflects the power 

transformation trajectory of collecting crowds: when an issue seems to raise 

wide interest among the online users—a process to which the popularity 

algorithms also contribute—it suits well the processes of traditional media, 

who value a storyline that very likely has a ready-made audience. Hybridity, 

therefore, also points to the power relations between different media forms. At 

least from the perspective of the interviewed professionals, media forms are 

still not equal, but traditional media inherently gains more attention and 

significance. It is also worth a notion that many stakeholders from individuals 

to NGOs are aware of the content loop from social media to traditional media, 

and can learn quite clever ways to take advantage of it. 

Finally, as Studies IV and V show through experimental settings, the 

different media forms of the hybrid media system are interpreted together and 

they have reinforcing effects on the reader's cognition and the behavioral 

intentions. Any effects recorded in the experiment were stronger if the valence 

of the different media content (news and reader comments) were in 

congruence. Hence, a negative story becomes more powerful if the message is 

similar on different channels, i.e. the critical notions made in the news are 

supported by the comments made by other users. This may generate a 

reinforcing spiral (cf. Aula & Heinonen, 2016) among the discussants on a 

given online platform. For example, the people discussing the health 

professionals strike in Study II data find more support for their own opinions 

by encountering negative statements in other arenas, such as in the news or 

on blogs. Recent discussion on filter bubbles shows that algorithms might also 

enforce such behavior, as social media sites tend to offer us content that is in 

line with our worldview (Pariser, 2011; Gossart, 2014; Bakshy, Messing, & 
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Adamic, 2015). Hence, stakeholders can also purposefully use the hybrid 

media system to generate and support their own narratives.  

6.4 EMOTIONALITY OF REPUTATION  

A theme present in the sub-studies is the importance of emotions in 

connection with reputation in the hybrid media system. In light of the results 

presented in this dissertation, emotions are relevant in three ways: first, 

reputation itself is an emotional concept and an emotional experience as 

shown in Studies IV and V. Second, for the professionals, emotionality is a 

factor present in the evaluation and interpretation of stakeholder discussions 

online (Study I). Third, the narrating about organizational reputation in 

different social media arenas is sometimes highly affective (Studies II and III).  

First of all, Studies IV and V focused on the emotionality of organizational 

reputation. Using experimental studies, the articles show how reputation and 

the reception of reputation narratives is not only rational, but is also an 

emotional process. The findings show that organizational reputation affects 

emotional and motivational processes and that the emotional tone of messages 

and reader comments in online news affects reputation formation. 

Second, the results of Study I highlight the significance of emotions both as 

an attribute depicting the ways stakeholders discuss online but also as one way 

of evaluating the relevance of those discussions. Emotional content and 

arguments are seen as less-relevant and inferior to any (seemingly) rational 

content, reflecting the classical formulation in communication studies 

(Döveling et al., 2010),. However, at the same time the professionals 

acknowledge that it is often exactly the emotional stories that become the most 

wide-spread and popular ones, a notion also supported by empirical studies 

(Hansen et al., 2011; Papacharissi, 2015b). Despite that, the professionals are 

reluctant to engage in any emotional discussions. Hence it seems emotions are 

one of the main reasons organizations are afraid of the social media arenas and 

in particular any active participation in the reputation narrating taking place 

on those arenas.  

Finally, the narratives of reputation online often include affective 

dimensions.  Papacharissi's (2015a) formulation of social media platforms as 

affective storytelling infrastructure is also applicable in the context of 

reputation narrating. As highlighted in some commercial reputation measures 

and models, emotional aspects of the reputational relationship are also 

present when narrating about organizations online. This can be seen in the 

Reputation Quotient (Fombrun et al., 2000) and the more recent application 

of it, RepTrakTM5, which acknowledge the role of emotions in stakeholders' 

reputation assessment. The emotional aspects are particularly accentuated in 

                                                
5 http://www.reputationinstitute.com/about-reputation-institute/the-reptrak-framework (Accessed 

December 11th 2016) 
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the case studies of Study II, in which the narratives unfolded around an issue 

of reputation risk. 

Still, some online arenas aim to avoid emotionality and build an image that 

is strongly built on rationality: the most notable example of this being 

Wikipedia, investigated in Study III. Our analysis of the edit histories of the 

corporate entries shows how any emotional or biased statements are quickly 

corrected back to factual and source-based information. However, there are 

certain blind spots in this process, most notably any issues related to the 

locality or nationality, to Finland or Finnish culture. Also, in the course of 

editing, some users attempt to include emotionally-loaded information in the 

entries, either favorable or promotional content or harsh corporate critique. 

Such edits, however, are quickly reverted to their original form, unless there's 

a legitimate source for the information—most commonly a newspaper article. 

For Wikipedia editors, anything published in the traditional news media is 

regarded as rational enough, even the original piece might be a column that 

advocates a strong viewpoint. In the light of our results, Wikipedia emerges as 

a seemingly rational arena, which in the background constantly engages in a 

collaborative fight against emotionality. 

Hence, in the hybrid media system, media arenas are different in relation 

to ration and emotion; as both Study III and Study I show, there is an aura of 

rationality given to traditional media and an aura of emotionality attached to 

social media. For traditional media, such aura is naturally strongly connected 

to the historical development of the media and the journalism as a profession. 

Media studies, however, have shown that emotional aspects are increasingly 

present in news media as well (e.g., Pantti, 2010; Richards, 2007). With a 

closer look, levels of emotionality could probably also be found in the 

Economist's blog post. In that sense, the assumed rationality and emotionality 

of different arenas tells us more about the reputations of those arenas, not the 

content within. 
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7 CONCLUSION: A HYBRID REPUTATION 
NARRATIVE 

The four perspectives of the discussion chapter sum up different aspects that 

are characteristic of a reputation narrative in the hybrid media system: the 

technology and its affordances, changing roles of the stakeholders, hybridity 

of different media systems and logics, and the emotionality that looms under 

the surface of all content. To conclude, I propose using the term hybrid 

reputation narrative to represent the specific type of reputational storytelling 

studied in this dissertation. Throughout this work I have discussed the 

characteristics of reputation narratives and narrating in the current media 

environment, which, following Andrew Chadwick (2013), has been 

characterized as hybrid: a combination of older and newer media forms, which 

are intertwined in complex, dynamic and ad-hoc formed assemblages. In the 

context of organizational reputation, the hybrid perspective directs our 

attention to the ways individuals, social contexts, organizations, and 

technological platforms mutually affect the process of storytelling. The sub-

studies in this dissertation show how the relationships and interdependencies 

are complex, not only between the organizations and its stakeholders, but also 

between the different storytelling arenas of the hybrid media system. 

In particular, this dissertation highlights the interplay between the social 

and the technological. In the hybrid media system, the user is bestowed with 

agency and storytelling capacity, but this agency is both limited and enabled 

by the technology through which the storytelling takes place. Both the 

technological affordances and the social practices form the settings on which 

the narrating takes place; from the ubiquitous invitations to share things to 

the collaboratively crafted editing rules of Wikipedia. As Ewick and Silbey 

(1995, p. 206-207) have said, storytelling is not random, but happens in a 

social context and in a setting across certain social interactions. The 

institutional and social settings define what constitutes an appropriate, 

plausible narrative, and further, they govern how stories are told. In the hybrid 

media system, many of these institutional settings are framed by technological 

platforms and their technological and social affordances. In essence, in the 

hybrid media system we cannot detach the social from the technical or the 

other way around. It is a sociotechnical system in which the material and the 

social are inseparable, constitutively entangled (cf. Orlikowski, 2007). 

In light of the results, a hybrid reputation narrative is a narrative which is 

polyphonic, emotional and built in the context characterized by relative power 

structures between human and non-human actors. It is hence a quite specific 

form of narrative, one in which the story elements are stored in databases 

which can be searched, linked in hypertext by various interacting actors, who 

through their use of the technical platform, retrieve and generate the narrative 

from fragmentary story pieces (cf. Miller, 2011; Boje, 2001; Chadwick, 2013). 



 

59 

Here, the digital technologies also play an active role: automation allocates the 

algorithms with storytelling power that interacts and intervenes with the 

storytelling power of the human actors. In this storytelling system 

stakeholders do have power to mold and modify the narratives that constitute 

the building blocks of organizational reputation in the hybrid media system by 

building assemblages of actors, facts, opinions, and experiences. The resulting 

narratives remain available to any information seeker who tries to find out 

what a certain organization looks like. 

Hence, hybrid narrative is hybrid from three angles. First, it is hybrid 

because it combines information from different media types, and is born in the 

interaction between different media logics. Second, it is hybrid because it is 

affected both by technological and social structures of the storytelling 

infrastructure; formed on the interfaces between human and technology—

from social media platforms to search engines. Third, hybrid narrative is 

hybrid in the sense that it incorporates factual, emotional, opinionated 

storylines. In the hybrid narrative, official macro level narratives from 

corporations and news intertwine with micro level stories reflecting personal 

experiences and emotions. 

Finally, a hybrid reputation narrative differs from a traditional narrative by 

structure. The traditional definition of narrative tries to present events and 

actors in a coherent, usually linear and chronological storyline (Czarniawska, 

1998; Abbott, 2002). The hybrid media system, however, escapes from such 

linearity and instead promotes dynamic flows, complexity, and unpredictable 

associations between units. Reputation narratives born in the assemblages 

that form in the hybrid media system are much more fluid and dynamic than 

a traditional definition of a narrative allows. Hence, to conclude, an empirical 

investigation of reputation in the hybrid media system creates an urge to 

elaborate and broaden the concept of reputation narrating. Storytelling takes 

place in the various arenas of the hybrid media system: in the news, news 

comments, on discussion forums, blog comments, on Facebook and Twitter 

threads, as well as in all edits and comments made in Wikipedia entries. All 

these small narrative fragments, from this perspective, are antenarratives (cf. 

Boje, 2001) of reputation: small pieces of information, opinion, and 

experiences that narrators leave to different arenas of the online public sphere. 

A combination of these fragments, curated following the principles of digital 

media, forms the narrative available to the reader. However, the technology 

creates a situation in which the "final" narrative can be reformulated an 

endless number of times by the internet user who browses through the content 

and makes her own selections.  

From this perspective, reputation narrative is the visible result that can be 

retrieved as a snapshot by the information seeker, who in the end picks the 

fragments she wants to use in her narrative. Hence, selections and clicks are 

also a form of narration, which allows the users to navigate through different 

texts and images and create their own, non-linear storyline and become, if not 

coauthors, at least editors of the reputation narrative (cf. Manovich, 2001; 
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Bruns, 2008). Such approaches to narration and narrators have recently been 

discussed in digital narratology research in connection with multimedia 

presentations and games (e.g., Ryan, 2011). In the context of reputation 

narrating, such collaboratively authored hybrid "database narratives" (cf. 

Ryan, 2011) are born on the platforms of the hybrid media system every day. 

There are no two similar reputation narratives, but they are always born in 

relation to the storyteller and her arenas. And finally, they are interpretated by 

each individual using both cognitive and emotional appraisals. 

7.1 THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

Through the five sub-studies and with a mixed method setting, this 

dissertation set out with the goal to investigate the life of organizational 

reputation narratives in the hybrid media system. Together the five studies 

form a research-wise hybrid account for investigating the communicative 

nature of reputation and the techno-social-affective assemblages through 

which it becomes formed and gains force as a textual agent in the hybrid media 

system. The main contributions of this dissertation are derived particularly 

from the multiparadigm and multimethodological perspective adopted via the 

five sub-studies. First of all, from a theoretical perspective this dissertation 

contributes to two traditions of literature by applying the concept of hybrid 

media system to the context of organizational reputation, and by using 

narrative theories in connection with sociotechnical approaches to 

disassemble the processes of its formation. Second, from a practical 

perspective the results of this dissertation can be used to generate 

understanding of a quite complex nature of reputation narrating and the 

power of stakeholders in the hybrid media system, as well as to formulate 

guidelines on how to act in the different online arenas. 

As the first theoretical contribution, this dissertation broadens the 

empirical fields in which the hybrid media system has been applied. The 

discussions and publications around the hybrid media system have mostly 

focused on the media logics surrounding political topics such as elections and 

political scandals, the empirical investigations in particular. By applying the 

concept to the context of organizational reputation I show that similar logics, 

flows, and processes are relevant theoretical and empirical concepts also for 

other topical areas beyond political communication studies. Although 

discussing societal actors such as corporations could be considered political, 

these topics often remain in separate research fields. The discussions around 

organizational reputation are mostly written from a management studies 

perspective, and consider the reputations of corporations or companies. 

Hence, as a second theoretical contribution, by introducing the term 

hybrid reputation narrative, this dissertation also widens the theoretical 

foundations of organizational reputation studies by looking at reputation as a 

communicative phenomenon which is constructed through hybrid narratives 
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in the online public sphere, in a process framed and afforded by the 

technologies of the platforms. In addition, by investigating the cognitive and 

emotional effects of organizational reputation narratives, this study builds a 

bridge between the different schools of reputation studies: reputations are 

constructed as narratives, that are hybrid, polyphonic and affective, but these 

narratives also have measurable effects on the people who consume them. In 

particular, the experimental studies further consolidate the theorizing on 

reputation as not only cognitive but also as an affective construct. This 

perspective is well achieved not only by the experimental studies, but also with 

the narrative approach as narratives rarely are emotionless accounts of the 

reality (cf. Kleres, 2011). 

Further, by theoretically conceptualizing reputation as narratives told by 

the stakeholders, this dissertation broadens and deepens the discussions 

within the impressional-institutional school of reputation studies by 

investigating the ways stakeholders in practice participate in reputation 

formation, and how they narrate organizational reputation in the different 

arenas of the hybrid media system. Even though narrative studies of 

organizational reputation exist (e.g., Dowling, 2006; Middelton, 2009; 

Abolafia, 2010; Aula & Mantere, 2013), empirical studies that look at the 

stakeholders' perspective are fewer in number. Through the results presented 

in this dissertation opens new avenues to understand better how reputations 

are born, modified, and how they affect stakeholder behavior. As Yannis 

Gabriel (1998) has argued, stories provide insights into the emotional and 

symbolic lives taking place in organizations. In light of the findings presented 

in this dissertation, I argue that (hybrid) narratives of reputation also provide 

insights into the relationships between organizations and their publics. 

Quoting Papacharissi (2015b, 1): "Technologies network us, but it is our stories 

that connect us." Here, however, it is the technology that also makes it possible 

to study these narratives: to track the narratives and the narrators across 

different databases. 

From a practical perspective, this dissertation sheds light on the flows and 

power structures that practitioners in their daily activities try to make sense 

of. Social media have been around for approximately ten years, but many 

professionals still feel insecure about how to act in the hybrid media arenas 

and social media in particular (see e.g., Laaksonen et al., 2012; Macnamara & 

Zerfass, 2012). The increasing hybridity, i.e. the interconnectedness of 

different media forms, makes the communicative environments even harder 

to comprehend and to follow the narratives and assemblages. Thus, quoting 

the famous title of Leo Tolstoy's 1886 book: What then must we do? Several 

practical considerations can be highlighted based on the sub-studies. 

First, the narrative stakeholder positions and related power 

transformations help practitioners to grasp the dynamics of organizational 

reputation formation in the hybrid media system. What is particularly visible 

in Study I is that professionals discursively place themselves outside the 

discussion arenas where the stakeholders interact, and position themselves on 
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the opposite side. Simultaneously we have an increasing amount of 

professional discussion about the ways to foster stakeholder relationships, 

creating genuine dialogue, and even co-creating organizational digital 

channels. The polarizing articulation expressed by the professionals 

interviewed contradicts the hopes of co-creation and dialogue and even 

feasible ways of developing an organization's activities using online 

discussions. This is something corporations should pay attention to. 

Second, the emotionality inherent in reputation formation is 

acknowledged, but not yet fully comprehended: the findings presented in this 

dissertation underline that the power of good reputation is also psychological, 

as affective and motivational aspects play a role in the process of interpreting 

reputational information. Hence, while reputation is always based on actual 

corporate activities, these activities are assessed on both cognitive and 

emotional levels. Therefore, strategic reputation management should also 

strive to develop ways to create positive emotional encounters between the 

organization and its stakeholders. Organizations should also find new ways to 

engage in emotional conversations online and to train their professionals so 

they have the skills to do it. Simultaneously, the results show that building a 

good reputation by strategic action and communication is worthwhile, as it 

seems to act as a mental shield towards negative news and peer comments. 

Finally, the hybridity of the media system shown both in reputational 

narration in social media as well in the editing practices of Wikipedia 

highlights that there is a need for trustworthy online content that reputation 

narrators can use as fragments in their stories. Now such information is mostly 

received through news media, but organizations could also work more to 

publish relevant and easily discoverable information for their stakeholders. In 

practice, for example, this means offering the factual information needed on 

their website so that online discussants can find it to back up their arguments. 

Such information is of especial relevance during any risk or crisis events that 

concern the organization. 

7.2 REFLECTIONS AND EVALUATIONS 

As with any research, this dissertation has its limitations. In this final section 

I will reflect on the dissertation as a whole from three perspectives: the 

context, the methodology, and finally from a critical social media studies 

perspective. To conclude, I will present some ideas for future research on the 

path of hybrid reputation narrating. 

7.2.1 THE CONTEXT 

One of the more prominent limitations of this study relates to the research 

context itself, the hybrid media system, which is in a state of constant change. 

As old services are abandoned and new ones are born, some properties of the 

technological platforms change and so do the social practices on those 
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platforms. For example, the material for Study II was collected before 

Facebook and Twitter became widely adopted by Finnish social media users 

and hence they present a slightly different social media infrastructure than the 

one we have in 2017. For example, the more visual platforms (e.g., Instagram, 

Pinterest), as well as the increasing role of visual content on other platforms, 

might have brought some differing logics to reputation narrating. Similarly, 

the change inside Facebook from the like button to a multiple selection of 

reactions in spring 2016 suddenly allowed more emotionally valenced 

reactions to friends' posts, which is probably reflected in reputation narrating 

as well.6  

This makes it easy to say that any research conducted on social media 

becomes outdated almost before it is published. However, as in research in 

general, it is important for social media studies to rise above individual 

platforms and instead look at the social, cultural and technological dynamics 

that are presently cross-platform (see also Markham, 2016; Lampinen, 2016). 

Therefore, instead of looking at the affordances of particular platforms, I chose 

to use the more general principles and affordances of digital media and social 

media (Chapter 2.3) as my theoretical lenses throughout this work. Further, 

while a large portion of social media studies currently focuses on Twitter and 

Facebook, various discussion forums still are an important and vivid part of 

the social media landscape. 

Another part of the context is reputation itself, and its dynamic nature. As 

Rosa Chun (2005) stated, reputation is a relative concept and different 

stakeholders have differing opinions, and these opinions change over time as 

well. Hence, all measurements and interpretations of reputation at a given 

moment are again, only snapshots of that particular time and phase of the 

actor's reputation. This might pose some limitations to the generalization of 

the results, in particular studies for which only a small number of cases is used. 

Research, however, should use cases and snapshots as tools on the path toward 

theory formation, and should complement the results achieved with follow-up 

studies. Further, a psychophysiological within-subject study such as Study IV 

to some extent overcomes this limitation, as the focus is on the effects of 

reputation in relation to participants' subjective reputation evaluations. It can 

be argued that such findings take into account the relative nature of 

reputation. 

Finally, this study started from the premise that new communication 

technologies have imposed some changes to the ways organizational 

reputations are narrated. To confirm and study such change one would need 

to build a comparative setting to investigate both digital and analogue 

reputation narratives in order to chart the distinct character of reputation in 

the hybrid media system. This poses a clear avenue for future research, 

                                                
6 In the case of Facebook is also notable that many of the reputation narratives 

are not available for researchers due to the privacy settings of individual users. 
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acknowledging however the difficulties of collecting comparable narrative 

datasets beyond news media content from historical cases. 

7.2.2 METHODOLOGY 

From a methodological perspective, this dissertation was based on the mixed 

method approach and hence strove for a more valid picture of the phenomena 

studied, by using multiple methods. Triangulation, in this dissertation, was 

done by using several sources of research material (online content, interviews, 

stimuli) as well as a range of methods (structural and post-structural narrative 

analysis, case studies, experiments). Nevertheless, each of these methods have 

their own limitations. 

To begin with, interviews are a widely-used method in the social sciences. 

They are particularly useful in the sense that they allow the researcher to 

approach the informants as active subjects who create meanings, and hence 

offer insights to the actual living worlds of the interviewees, in this instance, 

the reputation professionals (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2010). Further, interviewing 

is a flexible method that allows for specifications and interpretations during 

the interview situation. However, interviews are always interactive situations, 

a sort of "language game” in which the researcher’s role easily affects how the 

discussion unfolds (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2010). In addition, the interview data 

itself should be analyzed with caution: it is a form of naive realism to assume 

people talk about things as they really are. Instead, they are always textual data 

born in a certain context, influenced by the interview situation and all its 

participants. This is why it is important to use time to plan the interview guide 

and questions carefully, and do the analysis with a critical mindset. In this 

dissertation, the interviews used in Study I were part of a larger research 

project and hence both the interview questions and the analysis framework 

was designed with the principal investigator. 

In Study II, a two-case study of reputation narrating online was conducted. 

Case studies of two reputation assemblages allowed for a deeper investigation 

of the micro-practices taking place in the arenas of the hybrid media system. 

In a case study, some limitations emerge regarding the generalization of the 

results (Yin, 2003). However, a case study is a good method for conducting in-

depth analysis with a few selected cases in order to create the basis for future 

research and theory formation (Stake, 2003). Thus, the results of Study II are 

valuable as they chart the process in which reputations are narrated in the 

online public sphere, not the individual cases as examples of certain 

organization types or reputation crisis cases as such. The same applies to the 

fourteen cases selected for analysis in Study III, in which the selection was 

based on a classification of the full data set of 100 company entries. Despite 

being case studies, the results from both sub-studies detach from the case level 

and offer general observations about the dynamics of the collaborative process 

of narrating corporate-related stories in the hybrid media system. 
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Further, there are specific limitations related to the experimental 

laboratory studies regarding the ecological validity of the study. First, the 

psychophysiological methods in particular require controlled versions or 

experimental stimuli in order to ensure the right variables are being measured. 

For example, we could not use the company logos as stimuli, because colors 

alone might elicit differing responses in the EEG. Therefore, it was impossible 

to cover fully the rich and detailed environment of the hybrid media system, 

but instead rather simplistic versions of the stimuli were used (see examples 

in Study IV). Altogether, the preparation and pre-validation of the stimulus 

material needs to be made with extreme scrutiny. For example, when studying 

the effects of the emotional valence of stimulus material to the perceived and 

felt emotions of the participants, the valence of the stimuli has to be validated 

before the experiment, using a separate population of participants. In two of 

the three studies described in Study V, a pre-evaluation questionnaire was 

used to select the stimuli for the actual experiments. Second, in particular from 

a qualitative research perspective the classification of emotions remains rather 

rudimentary with these methods, any many high-level emotions such as guilt 

or ironic pleasure cannot be measured. Finally, a single laboratory study does 

not allow for the study of long-term effects of reputational information: that 

is, either the effect of longer exposure or if the change in attitudes elicited by 

the stimuli will last longer than the experiment situation. Such elaborations 

would require an additional measurement session at a later time. 

Finally, the generalization of the results needs to be discussed regardless of 

the method. Case studies in particular and qualitative studies in general have 

been criticized for the extent to which the findings can be seen as being 

relevant beyond the context in which the study was conducted (e.g., Schwandt, 

2007). Such criticism has been most often presented from the supporters of 

quantitative studies. A counter-argument to this critique is that there are at 

least two types of generalization: statistical and analytic induction (e.g., Gobo, 

2008). Analytic, inductive generalization builds on theoretical knowledge and 

focuses on the features and relations that exist within the sample. Hence, 

qualitative studies with small datasets are suitable for drawing generalizations 

in the culture or community studied, but not beyond the original research 

context or on the level of the population. In this dissertation, the cultural 

context of Finland inevitably affects the findings, as for instance the ways 

people regard corporations in general can be culturally bounded. 

Further, all social media arenas are known to be unrepresentative among 

the population (e.g., Yasseri & Bright, 2014). In Finland, 56% of the population 

reported that they followed a social networking service in 2016 (OSF, 2016), 

the main one which is most likely to be Facebook (Pönkä, 2015). However, one 

can be critical about whether it is ever possible to capture the entire 

phenomenon regardless of the methods used (cf. van Dijck, 2014). As in any 

research context, it is important to acknowledge the possible limitations and 

biases. It is challenging, however, to gain detailed knowledge on the usage and 

users of many of the platforms of the hybrid media system, since such statistics 
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are only available to the platform businesses themselves, and on certain 

platforms users remain anonymous. From the hybrid media platforms 

considered in this dissertation, Wikipedia is an exception, with several studies 

having been conducted on its user base and systemic biases. The online 

encyclopedia is known to have a strong gender bias with female editors 

significantly underrepresented7, a geographical bias that supports Western 

countries, and a coverage and quality bias caused by the first two biases: over-

emphasis of topics related to technology and Western popular culture8.  

However, while editing Wikipedia is an example of a specific type of active 

participation, there were also several other forms of stakeholder participation 

described in this study. In 2016, 88% of Finns were using the internet, and 

79% of them used internet to search for information on products and services. 

Hence, the findings outlined in this dissertation related to seeking and 

receiving information and creating reputation narratives through searching 

and surfing can be applied to a large proportion of Finns. However, the active 

users who are writing the original story pieces on social media platforms are 

fewer in numbers. As a researcher it is important to admit that the datasets 

collected for any online arena are always snapshots of the process (cf. 

Gulbrandsen & Just, 2011), and create a biased snapshot in relation to the full 

population. They are, however, the same snapshots that are available to any 

information seeker. An important contribution of research is to make this bias 

more explicit to the ordinary users of the Internet. 

7.2.3 CRITICAL SOCIAL MEDIA STUDIES 

Finally, while a multifaceted perspective of the hybrid media system was 

employed for this dissertaition, and there was also an effort to expand the 

academic discussion on organizational reputation, some critical remarks 

about the environment of social media should be made. We should keep in 

mind that while social media might enable or afford this or that and offer more 

communicative power to the users, financial power structures and business 

models are deeply rooted in the ecosystem of social media. Hence, while less-

hierarchical assemblages can connect individual users to collectives in the 

hybrid media system, in the background the users are also connected to 

advertisers and databases, which will use their personal details and behavioral 

data for business purposes. 

This stance is condensed into the social media logic of connectivity by van 

Dijck and Poell (2013, 8), who describe the socio-technical affordance of the 

social media platform not only to connect users with other users, but also to 

connect users and their content with advertisers. Connectivity is an “advanced 

strategy of algorithmically connecting users to content, users to users, 

platforms to users, users to advertisers, and platforms to platforms” (van Dijck 

                                                
7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_bias_on_Wikipedia 

8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia#Coverage_of_topics_and_systemic_bias 
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& Poell, 2013, p. 9). Hence, even if users can exert influence over the 

production and distribution of content, the connective ecosystem behind the 

user interface creates and mediates connections originating from the content. 

Connectivity emphasizes the mutual shaping of users, platforms, advertisers, 

and online performative environments. In a similar vein, Curran, Fenton & 

Freedman (2012, p. 79) have highlighted that the web is not a neutral platform. 

“The internet is not constituted solely by its technology but also by the ways it 

is funded and organized, by the way it is regulated and controlled.” Users, in 

general, do not seem to pay much attention to these structures. As Fuchs 

(2011) has noted: of the ten most visited sites in the world, Wikipedia is the 

only one that is not commercial (cf. Dahlgren & Alvarez, 2013). 

Connectivity is always in the background; even at the visible level, we are 

looking at a hybrid reputation narrative in which individual stakeholders are 

empowered as influencers and pressurers, making humorist memes of an 

organizational actor or criticizing a company over an advertising campaign. 

Simultaneously, the reputation crisis connects all its audiences, first, to the 

original commercial content, which gains a lot of visibility, and further to the 

company. Second, at the level of the database, the preferences of all 

participating commenters and sharers are recorded and stored for future 

connections. To sum up, the web is commercial by its technological structure, 

with underlying commercial forces and with many of the communicative 

actions related to promotion and marketing. But is there room for critical 

consumer voices inside this infrastructure? Despite the commercializing 

technology, it is possible for the audiences to use these technologies to express 

their dissent, worries and criticism towards corporations. What are the actual 

affects and consequences of this existing but limited power, remains to be 

studied. 

7.2.4 TOPICS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

What next? Some loose threads remain in studies of hybrid reputation 

narrating will remain after this dissertation. First, the more financial and 

critical aspects of the hybrid media system, in relation to corporations and the 

promotional culture emerging around the technological platforms, pose a clear 

avenue for further studies, also in the connection of organizational reputation. 

In addition, what remains unexplored in this study are the self-articulated 

views of the storytellers themselves: how do stakeholders, either individuals, 

groups, or NGOs, perceive their role and the dynamics of reputational 

storytelling in the hybrid media system? Such a perspective would add a more 

critical reading to the process of organizational reputation narrating and in 

particular to the questions of actual effects and consequences of stakeholder 

storytelling. 

In particular, I put forth a suggestion that more studies be conducted to 

build the foundations of critical reputation studies: a sub area of reputation 

studies with a critical social sciences perspective to the various ways business, 
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politics and society interact. Many parts of such an interaction play out in the 

public and hence leave digital traces for researchers. The hybrid media system 

seems to offer an excellent arena from which to follow the assemblages where 

companies, their stakeholders and larger societal trends and currents can be 

followed and investigated. 
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