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Abstract. An ongoing discussion in organizational studies has focused on the path-
dependent nature of organizational reputation. To date, however, there has been little ex-
planation about when and why some constituents’ reputation judgments remain stable,
whereas others are more prone to change. We contribute to this research by developing a
relational theory of reputational stability and change. Our fundamental argument is that
differences in constituent-organization relationships, as well as in the reputational commu-
nities that surround these relationships, affect the stability and change of reputation judg-
ments. First, we highlight three relationship characteristics—favorability, history, and
directness—and theorize that the reputation judgments of constituents with more unfavor-
able, longer, and more direct relationships with an organization are more stable, whereas
the reputation judgments of constituents with more favorable, shorter, and more indirect
relationships with the organization are less stable. We then develop the concept of reputa-
tional communities as a key source of indirect information about organizations. We high-
light that the immediacy, size, and level of agreement within reputational communities af-
fect how influential they are in changing individual constituents’ reputation judgments.
Specifically, we propose that more immediate and larger reputational communities with a
higher level of agreement are most likely to change individual constituents’ reputation
judgments, whereas more distant and smaller reputational communities with a lower level
of agreement are least likely to do so. Overall, we position constituents’ relationships with
an organization and the communities that surround these relationships as central elements

for understanding reputational stability and change.

Keywords:

organizational reputation « constituent-organization relationship « reputational communities

Introduction

Scholarly and management interest in organizational
reputation has been growing over the last several dec-
ades (Fombrun 2012), and researchers are generally in
agreement that a positive organizational reputation
can be an important source of competitive advantage
(see Lange et al. 2011 and Ravasi et al. 2018 for re-
views). As Barnett and Pollock (2012, p. 2) noted,
however, “the explosion of interest has also spawned
a thicket of problems.” One of the primary problems
in the field centers on the relative “stickiness” of repu-
tation as an intangible asset that reflects individual
constituents” path-dependent perceptions about the
organization (Mishina et al. 2012). In particular, al-
though reputation has long been popularly thought of
as an intangible asset that is “difficult to gain but easy
to lose,” research on processes related to reputational
stability and change has revealed a more complicated
dynamic. Sometimes reputation appears to be quite
stable and other times to be quite fleeting (e.g., Love
and Kraatz 2009, Lange et al. 2011, Mishina et al. 2012,
Rindova and Martins 2012, and Ravasi et al. 2018).
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Because reputation is not strictly the property of the
organization, but, rather, exists in the minds of indi-
vidual constituents, understanding when and why
some constituents’ reputation judgments remain sta-
ble, whereas others are more prone to change, is es-
sential for organizational theory and practice.

From a theoretical standpoint, examining the differ-
ences among individual constituents’ reputation judg-
ments in terms of their stability and change can in-
form future research on reputation development,
assessment, management, and repair. Echoing this
point, Fombrun (2012) and others (Foreman et al.
2012) have noted that we cannot study reputation
without attending to the differences among organiza-
tional constituents. Additionally, whereas prevailing
definitions of organizational reputation often include
a collective element—that is, reputation is often con-
ceptualized in terms of aggregate perceptions of con-
stituents—how the dynamics between the individual
and collective elements of reputation affect its stability
and change remains underexplored. Although prior
research on organizational reputation serves as a
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starting point for investigating these issues, it contains
more questions than answers. Indeed, in their recent
review of the organizational reputation literature,
Ravasi et al. (2018) identified reputation stability and
change as one of the most critical areas for future re-
search, while also noting that we need to understand
more about both the individual and collective dynam-
ics of such stability and change.

From a practical standpoint, there are likely signifi-
cant differences in the strategies required for monitor-
ing and managing reputation when taking into
account the varying levels of stability in constituents’
reputation judgments, as opposed to viewing reputa-
tion as being similarly path-dependent across constit-
uents. For example, some consumers may stably
revere or criticize Apple, whereas others may be more
prone to changing their perceptions of the company
(Arthur 2011). Similarly, some investors and analysts
are consistent in their praise of or distain toward Te-
sla’s strategic moves, yet others seem more prone to
alterations in their judgments (Rapier 2017). Why do
some Apple customers have more stable reputation
judgments and others change their views about the
company with more ease? Why is there such variance
in investors’ likelihood of changing their reputation
judgments about Tesla? What lies at the core of these
differences? These questions are critical for reputation
managers.

To address these theoretical and practical issues, we
develop a relational theory of reputational stability
and change. Of particular interest to our theory is the
role of constituents’ relationships with the organiza-
tion, defined as the “bond of commitments and ex-
pectations” they form toward the organization over
time (Huang and Knight 2017, p. 82), and how such
relationships influence the stability or change of repu-
tation judgments. Because reputation is a perceptual
asset that is built over time, the types of relationships
that an organization develops with its constituents are
critical factors that affect reputational stability and
change (Fombrun 2012). Yet, up to now, the role of re-
lationships in these dynamics has been largely over-
looked. Therefore, in the first part of the paper, we fo-
cus on the dyadic relationship between the individual
constituent and the organization to explicate relation-
ship characteristics that affect stability in reputational
judgments. We begin by drawing from the rich literature
on interpersonal relationship development to discuss
how constituent-organization relationships develop and
strengthen over time. In particular, we highlight three el-
ements that are key to the constituent-organization rela-
tionship: the relationship’s overall favorability, the length
of its history, and its direct versus indirect nature.

In the second part of the paper, we propose that,
whereas the dyadic relationship between the constitu-
ent and organization is critical for understanding

reputation judgments’ stability and change, collective
factors also affect those judgments. Thus, to consider
the more socially embedded context of constituent-
organization relationships, we develop the concept of
reputational communities. Reputational communities—
understood as groups of interacting parties who
“jointly produce reputational outcomes in and through
their communications” (Ravasi et al. 2018, p. 582)—are
a key source of indirect information about organiza-
tions and can be a force for stability or change in con-
stituents’ reputation judgments. In particular, and
building on core insights from social impact theory,
we theorize that the immediacy, size, and level of
agreement within reputational communities make
them more influential in changing constituents” repu-
tation judgments.

Overall, our relational theory of reputational stability
and change contributes to the literature on organiza-
tional reputation in three primary ways. First, whereas
existing research on organizational reputation has pri-
marily examined this perceptual construct without
strong theorizing about the variance in its stability and
change among different constituents, we develop new
theory specifying how constituents’ varying relation-
ships with the organization serve as the foundation for
their evolving reputation judgments. To this end, we
propose three characteristics of constituents’ relation-
ships with the organization that uniquely bias their sub-
sequent reputation judgments. Our second contribution
is in further developing the concept of reputational
communities. Whereas past work has introduced this
construct to the reputation literature (Ravasi et al. 2018),
the discussion of the unique features of reputational
communities has remained at the periphery. We identi-
fy and conceptually develop these unique features as
they apply to the change in individual constituents’ rep-
utation judgements. In doing so, our third contribution
is in bridging microcognitive and macrocognitive per-
spectives in reputation research. In particular, we ex-
plore characteristics of reputational communities that
might exert strong enough force to break reputational
path dependence and change individual constituents’
reputation judgments. We conclude with laying out
paths forward for theoretical and empirical work on or-
ganizational reputation.

Stability and Change of

Organizational Reputation

Organizational reputation is generally defined as an
intangible asset that reflects constituents’ perceptions
about the organization’s ability to deliver value
(Fombrun 1996, Rindova et al. 2005)." Although many
scholars agree on this general definition, the literature
is often presented as highly fragmented and theoreti-
cally disjointed. Confusions in the literature take
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many forms, ranging from the presence of multiple
underlying theoretical perspectives—including from
sociological, psychological, and economic viewpoints
(e.g., Rindova and Martins 2012 and Ravasi et al.
2018)—to debates about the fundamental nature, di-
mensionality, and form of the construct itself (e.g.,
Lange et al. 2011, Mishina et al. 2012, Rindova and
Martins 2012, and Bundy et al. 2021). Although a
number of authors have attempted to bring coherence
to these confusions, one area that has received surpris-
ingly little attention is the variance in reputational sta-
bility and change.

The stability of reputation reflects the idea that a partic-
ular organizational action or event affects constituents’
reputation judgments about an organization not in isola-
tion, but, instead, is interpreted in light of their prior
reputation judgments. In order to maintain evaluative
consistency, constituents often bias their interpretations
of new cues and adjust their subsequent reputation judg-
ments largely anchored by reputational priors. This is
why reputation is frequently viewed as being path-
dependent or sticky. The exploration of the causes that
lead to reputational path dependence, however, has re-
mained at the periphery of this body of work (cf. Mishina
et al. 2012). This is surprising, given that most reputation
judgments are likely made in light of prior judgments.
Mishina et al. (2012, p. 462), for instance, note:

Path dependence is not likely to play a role if no prior
beliefs exist or if the beliefs are neutral or ambivalent,
but if an observer has any prior beliefs about a target,
whether through observation, inference, or direct in-
teraction, those beliefs will shape the subsequent as-
sessments about that target.

Mishina et al. (2012) started a deeper conversation
about reputational path dependence, largely by focus-
ing on the characteristics of the informational cues used
to judge an organization (e.g., positive versus negative
cues; capability versus character cues; or weak versus
strong cues). Yet, how and when these cues affect the
stability or change of constituents’ subsequent reputa-
tion judgments remain less well known. We propose
that even the same cue is likely to affect reputation
judgments of individual constituents differently, and,
thus, the path dependence of reputation varies among
constituents. This variance, we argue, depends on the
unique relationship that the constituent has developed
with the organization. That is, reputational stability or
change depends not only on the nature of informational
cues about the organization, but also on the characteris-
tics of the varying relationships that constituents have
formed with the organization.

In addition to the gaps in our understanding of the
stability and change of constituents’ reputation judg-
ments, it is important to recognize that organizational
reputation is often conceptualized as both an individual-

level judgment and as a macrolevel collective represen-
tation. However, the nature of the relationship be-
tween these levels is not well understood (Ravasi et al.
2018), particularly in light of reputational path depen-
dence. Indeed, though Fombrun and Shanley (1990, p.
234) provided initial clues as to how “individual inter-
pretations aggregate into collective judgments,” re-
search has yet to extend these general observations to
more fully consider the multilevel dynamics of organi-
zational reputation. Rather, most scholars continue to
focus either on the individual level (e.g., Bitektine 2011
and Mishina et al. 2012) or the macro level (e.g., Rindo-
va et al. 2005 and Zavyalova et al. 2016), with very few
considering their interaction (cf. Baer et al. 2018,
Bitektine and Haack 2015).

Given this gap in our understanding of cross-level
reputational dynamics, Ravasi et al. (2018, pp. 588-589)
pointed to the need to move beyond “flat” theorization
about reputation and instead to “explore interactive
models to theorize the interplay between separate mi-
cro- and macro-levels of analysis.” In particular, the au-
thors suggested that researchers need to pay closer at-
tention to “macroscopic behavior, such as the formation
of shared group-level beliefs about firm reputations, for
example, that both structures and is structured by indi-
vidual level thoughts, beliefs, values, and actions”
(Ravasi et al. 2018, p. 589). In an introductory, but im-
portant, initial effort to answer their own call to action,
Ravasi et al. (2018) developed a general model of
micromacro-level interactions in the formation of orga-
nizational reputation, leaving the details of these interac-
tions for future research. Others have also briefly consid-
ered multilevel dynamics, but often only as a secondary
point of their theorizing. For example, in their examina-
tion of the benefits and burdens of organizational repu-
tation for employees, Baer et al. (2018) demonstrated
how a collective-level macroreputation exerts its influ-
ence on individual-level reputation perceptions. The au-
thors emphasized that organizational reputation held at
the collective level becomes a “source material” for indi-
viduals’” unique reputation judgments (Baer et al. 2018,
p- 574). Yet, exactly when individual constituents” repu-
tation judgments are changed by such collective-level
“source material” and when they remain stable is still
not well understood. With the goal of building a theoret-
ical framework that explains why some constituents’
reputation judgments change and others’ remain stable,
as well as when collective-level factors break reputation-
al path dependence at the individual level, we develop a
relational theory of reputational stability and change.

Theoretical Foundations

Interpersonal Relationship Development

To build our framework, we draw from research on inter-
personal relationship development and social penetration
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theory (Newcomb 1961, Taylor 1968, Altman and Tay-
lor 1973). This body of work examines the process of
relationship formation between individuals. Although
this research has not been applied to the context of
constituent-organization interactions or reputation, it
has unique insights into the processes of social interac-
tions and relationship development that are funda-
mental for our understanding of when constituents’
reputation judgments might be more stable and when
they might change.

A key insight from research on interpersonal rela-
tionships lies in the explication of the processes
through which individuals’ initial encounters develop
into ongoing relationships (Newcomb 1961, Altman
and Taylor 1973, Nezlek 1995). According to this
work, when individuals first meet, they exchange in-
formational cues about one another, and, through
these exchanges, they “assess interpersonal rewards
and costs, satisfaction and dissatisfaction” (Altman
and Taylor 1973, p. 6). As a result, after the initial en-
counter, individuals form a “critique” of the person
they met, which results in the formation of the initial
judgments in basic “like-dislike” terms (Altman and
Taylor 1973, p. 11). In other words, initial judgments
are formed based on the favorability of the interaction.
An unfavorable initial judgment, absent other factors,
likely results in the termination of future interactions
and forecloses relationship-development opportuni-
ties. If, however, the initial judgment is favorable, fu-
ture interactions are likely to occur, building a
“reservoir...of positive and negative experiences”
and resulting in a “cumulation of rewards and costs
throughout the history of a dyad” (Altman and Taylor
1973, p. 33). The development of the relationship, ac-
cording to this research, depends heavily on the net
balance of favorable and unfavorable assessments
(Altman and Taylor 1973). To the extent that the as-
sessment of an additional interaction is favorable, the
relationship continues. If a new interaction introduces
some level of uncertainty, the relationship likely slows
down until it is clarified (Altman and Taylor 1973). If
the net costs outweigh the perceived benefits, howev-
er, the relationship typically terminates.

As newly acquainted individuals have additional
encounters and exchange additional information with
one another, the process of relationship formation
gradually progresses (Newcomb 1961, Taylor 1968).
As more information is revealed through continued
interactions, individuals form a more “accurate” pic-
ture of one another, meaning “they ‘know’ each oth-
er ... increasingly well” (Newcomb 1961, p. 261). As a
result, individuals form increasingly detailed repre-
sentations about others (Altman 1973), and their sub-
sequent judgments about others are not based only on
isolated critiques of any given interaction, but also on
the reservoir of the relationship history. Overall, this

research tells us that the type of the relationship de-
veloped between individuals, based on its overall fa-
vorability and history, affects their ongoing assessments
of each other’s actions.

We use this work as a foundation to theorize how in-
dividual constituents develop relationships with organi-
zations and how different relationship characteristics af-
fect the stability of their individual-level reputation
judgments. Such extrapolation from interpersonal rela-
tionship formation to the process of constituent-
organization relationship development is plausible be-
cause researchers have long argued that when making
judgments about an organization, individuals tend to
anthropomorphize (Levinson et al. 1962, Shepherd and
Sutcliffe 2015, Ashforth et al. 2020). That is, they assign
“humanlike qualities” to an organization (Coyle-Shapiro
and Shore 2007, p. 167) and view it as a distinct social
agent who acts as one whole (Love and Kraatz 2009,
Lange et al. 2011). For instance, constituents frequently
think of an organization as having feelings, traditions,
and attitudes (Zavyalova et al. 2017). In many ways, in-
dividual constituents interact with and form perceptions
about organizations similar to developing relationships
with and forming judgments about other people.

Individual-Organization Relationship Formation

Because organizations exist primarily to satisfy vari-
ous constituents’ needs (Bundy et al. 2018, King and
Whetten 2008), when constituents make initial reputa-
tion judgments about an organization, they focus on
the extent to which the organization is able or unable
to satisfy their needs and create value. Similar to the
evaluation of rewards and costs that accompany inter-
personal relationship formation (Altman and Taylor
1973), the satisfaction of needs and delivery of valued
outcomes are key elements to the development of a re-
lationship between constituents and organizations. In
considering the notion of value, we rely on the idea
that value is an idiosyncratic individual assessment.
Value can be described as something that is “desirable
and forceful for the one who evaluates” (Baran 1991,
p. 806, as translated in Meynhardt 2009, p. 197). Con-
sciously or subconsciously, when we evaluate a social
actor, we do so in accordance with how well he can
fulfill our needs (Epstein 1989). Therefore, value is not
a characteristic of an object; rather, it exists as a result
of a relationship between an object that is being evalu-
ated and a subject that forms the evaluation (Heyde 1926,
as referenced in Meynhardt 2009). An individual constit-
uent’s assessment of the value created by an organiza-
tion, then, resides within the constituent-organization
interaction and is not independent from it. Constitu-
ents’ assessments of an organization’s ability to create
value along dimensions important to them translate
into individual-level reputation judgments about an
organization and plant the seed for the development
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of a relationship between the constituent and the
organization.

Our fundamental thesis is that differences in
constituent-organization relationships affect the stability
and change of reputation judgments. That is, reputation
judgments are not made by individual constituents on
the basis of isolated interactions that may occasionally
take place between them and an organization, but,
rather, that they depend on the characteristics of the on-
going constituent-organization relationship. Formed re-
lationships alter how constituents interpret subsequent
information about the organization. Examining relation-
ship characteristics is therefore critical for organization
theorists who aim to understand reputational stability
and change.

When Constituents’ Reputation

Judgments Remain Stable

The key insight from social penetration research as it
pertains to our theorizing is that as the constituent-
organization relationship develops, new information
about the organization will be judged not in isolation,
but in light of past favorable or unfavorable assess-
ments throughout the relationship’s history. It is logi-
cal and straightforward to expect that when new infor-
mation about an organization is consistent with the
reputation judgments held by an individual constitu-
ent, they will reinforce each other. As the constituent-
organization relationship develops, however, there
may be times when the information about the organi-
zation contradicts constituents” established reputation
judgments. In these situations, constituents are likely
to use more effortful reasoning if they are “motivated
and disposed to do so” (Stanovich 2011, as quoted in
Evans and Stanovich 2013, p. 232). When contradictory
information violates established relational expectations
(Burgoon 2016), it may provide just such motivation,
albeit to a different degree for individual constituents
with different relationships with the organization. In
particular, based on the key insights from social pene-
tration research that we discussed above, we propose
that the extent to which constituents” reputation judg-
ments will be more stable in light of contradictory in-
formation depends on two critical characteristics of the
constituent-organization relationship: its favorability
and history. Going beyond social penetration research,
which has implicitly focused on direct interactions be-
tween people, we recognize that constituents interact
with many organizations indirectly, and so we also
theorize about the importance of the directness of the
constituent-organization relationship.

Favorability of the Relationship
We propose that relationships that have a net balance
of unfavorable assessments (Altman and Taylor 1973),

or more unfavorable relationships, result in more sta-
ble reputation judgments than more favorable ones.
Central to our arguments are findings that individuals
perceive negative information as more salient than
positive information (Richey et al. 1975, Baumeister
et al. 2001, Fiske and Taylor 2008). This negativity bias
extends into many areas of human activity, including
relationships. As Baumeister et al. (2001, p. 323) noted,
“Bad impressions and bad stereotypes are quicker to
form and more resistant to disconfirmation than good
ones.” The idea that negative perceptions are more
persistent than positive ones has been found in a
number of studies, ranging from the work on higher
salience of negative information relative to positive
(Rozin and Royzman 2001), to the persistence of nega-
tive first impressions (Richey et al. 1967), to the rela-
tive stability of organizational infamy compared with
organizational celebrity (Zavyalova et al. 2017).

Following this work, we propose that more unfa-
vorable relationships between constituents and an or-
ganization contribute to higher stability of individual
reputation judgments in light of contradictory infor-
mation, compared with more favorable relationships.
That is, positive information about an organization
that contradicts a prior unfavorable relationship will
be less powerful in altering an individual constituent’s
reputation judgments compared with the influence of
contradictory negative information on reputation
judgments of a constituent with a prior favorable rela-
tionship (Zavyalova et al. 2017). For example, for a
consumer who has had a favorable relationship with
Disney, built by attending its theme parks or enjoying
Disney movies and cartoons, contradictory negative
information about safety standards or animal treat-
ment at Disney theme parks may serve as an impetus
for change in reputation judgments about the compa-
ny. On the other hand, Walmart, long derided by en-
vironmentalists for its record on sustainability, has
had a difficult time dealing with this unfavorable rela-
tionship, despite continued investments in environ-
mentally conscious initiatives and positive coverage
in the media (Mishina et al. 2012). Individual constitu-
ents are likely hesitant to reform their beliefs, given
the power of their prior unfavorable relationships
with Walmart. Formally stated:

Proposition 1. Compared with a more favorable relation-
ship between a constituent and an organization, a more un-
favorable relationship is more likely to lead to reputation
judgment stability in light of contradictory information
about the organization.

History of the Relationship

As the relationship between a constituent and an orga-
nization builds over time, the history of interactions
more strongly solidifies individual reputation judgments.
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According to social penetration research, individuals’
judgments about the other person evolve over time. The
flow of evaluations gets deposited into a “central mem-
ory repository,” which refers to a “cumulative reservoir
of prior reward/cost experiences” (Altman and Taylor
1973, p. 37). That is, the development of the relationship
results in a cumulative history of interactions, which af-
fects future assessments. The more information that is
revealed about each other with each additional interac-
tion, the more accurate an individual’s judgment about
the other becomes, often leading to deeper and more in-
timate relationships (Taylor 1968).

Related research in social psychology has also ar-
gued that “most behavior will accord with defaults,
and intervention will occur only when difficulty, nov-
elty, and motivation combine to command the resour-
ces of working memory” (Evans and Stanovich 2013,
p- 237). Cuddy et al. (2011, p. 79), for instance, theo-
rized that “once an impression of another person is
formed ... we favor information learned later that con-
firms this impression.” This argument is in line with
the idea that individuals’ previous judgments tend
to bias their subsequent ones (Nickerson 1998,
Mussweiler and Strack 2000, Epley and Gilovich 2005,
Kahneman 2011). Overall, the new information about
another is not evaluated in a vacuum, but is instead
judged “in the context of prior experiences” (Altman
and Taylor 1973, p. 37). The history of the relationship
between individuals, therefore, influences their judg-
ments about one another.

Given constituents’ preference for information that
conforms to expectations derived from the existing re-
lationship, we propose that a longer history of a rela-
tionship with an organization will more intensely bias
a constituent’s subsequent reputation judgments,
making him or her prioritize information that con-
forms to historically defined expectations and down-
play information that contradicts them.” In other
words, when a constituent’s reputation judgment is
formed and solidified over time through a continuous
series of assessments, the developed reservoir of
goodwill or ill will anchors how the constituent will
interpret contradictory information about the organi-
zation. Faced with the same new piece of contradicto-
ry information about an organization, constituents
with a shorter relational history are more likely to
amend their reputation judgments, whereas constitu-
ents with a longer relational history are more likely to
exhibit reputational path dependence. That is, the lon-
ger the history of the relationship between the constit-
uent and the organization, the deeper the reservoir
and the more difficult it is to alter their developed rep-
utation judgments. This is the situation when subse-
quent reputation judgments are more likely to exhibit
stability, above and beyond the information contained
in cues (Mishina et al. 2012). A constituent with a brief

relationship history, on the other hand, may be more
susceptible to contradictory information, which in-
creases the likelihood of reputational change. For ex-
ample, research on professional sports shows that the
length or history of the individual’s relationship with
a team is a critical factor for fan loyalty that is often
stronger than the current image or performance of the
team (Bristow and Sebastian 2001, Bauer et al. 2008).
In the same way, we argue that the length of history
of the individual constituent’s relationship with an or-
ganization is a critical factor that strengthens the repu-
tational judgment’s stability. To summarize:

Proposition 2. Compared with a shorter history of the re-
lationship between a constituent and an organization, a lon-
ger history of the relationship is more likely to lead to
reputation judgment stability in light of contradictory in-
formation about the organization.

So far, we have focused on how a relationship’s fa-
vorability and history affect the stability of individual
reputation judgments. Both of these factors have been
shown as essential to individual relationship formation
and judgment, which motivated our focus. Yet, social
penetration research has implicitly focused on direct in-
teractions between individuals, whereas constituent-
organization interactions are often indirect. Therefore,
moving beyond the social penetration work, we theo-
rize that the nature of the relationship that constituents
develop with an organization—being either more di-
rect or more indirect—also has significant implications
for the stability of reputation judgments.

Directness of the Relationship

Constituent-organization relationships can develop
through direct personal interactions, such as through
buying an organization’s product, supplying it with
raw materials, applying for a job, or acquiring stock.
Constituents may also learn about an organization in-
directly, through others’ experiences shared by word
of mouth; via social media; through information sub-
sidies provided by the organization via its website,
advertisements, annual reports, and press releases
(Bhattacharya and Sen 2003, Rindova et al. 2005); or
through media coverage about the organization
(Deephouse 2000, Graf-Vlachy et al. 2019, Pollock and
Rindova 2003, Bednar 2012, Zavyalova et al. 2012). In
fact, due to time and space constraints, most
constituent-organization interactions are likely indi-
rect and are based on information received from
others, rather than from personal direct interactions
with the organization. Exposure to information about
an organization disseminated by others can thus serve
as a substitute for direct experiences and create an il-
lusion that the portrayed images are authentic repre-
sentations of the world (Bandura 2001). This is why,
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for instance, the media can be quite influential in af-
fecting individuals’ representations of reality (Chaffee
1982). Importantly, because only a subset of constitu-
ents engages with any given organization through di-
rect and repeated experiences, indirect relationships
likely affect the reputation judgments of most constit-
uents, who learn about the organization vicariously
(Bandura 2001).

We propose that the directness of the constituent-
organization relationship affects the extent to which
constituents’ reputation judgments remain stable. In-
dividuals’ perceptions and behaviors are more sus-
ceptible to the influence of direct, rather than indirect,
experiences (Fiske and Taylor 2008). Direct experien-
ces are perceived as more credible and accurate, and
they activate more effortful and deeper forms of infor-
mation processing, as opposed to more passive proc-
essing from indirect experiences (Hoch and Deighton
1989, Hamilton and Thompson 2007). For example, re-
search demonstrates that direct experiences trigger
more concrete mental representations and enhance
positive preferences, compared with indirect experi-
ences (Hamilton and Thompson 2007). In this way, at-
titudes formed through direct experiences are general-
ly stronger and “more resistant to counterinfluence”
than attitudes formed through indirect experiences
(Fazio and Zanna 1981, p. 185).

As such, relationships built on mostly direct experi-
ences serve as a stronger counterforce to contradictory
information than relationships built on mostly indirect
experiences. Specifically, constituents who have rarely
or never interacted with an organization directly may
be more susceptible to altering their reputation judg-
ments based on contradictory information. The lack of
a direct relationship with the organization makes
these constituents more amenable to adjusting their
reputation judgments. In contrast, for those constitu-
ents who have directly interacted with the organiza-
tion, the primacy of their own direct experiences will
render contradictory information less influential.
They are more likely to be biased to favor conclusions
they formed based on their personal history of direct
interactions. As a result, these constituents’ reputation
judgments are more likely to exhibit stability.

For instance, reputation judgments of university
students and alumni may be more stable in light of in-
formation that contradicts their priors, relative to rep-
utation judgments of more detached constituents who
have had more indirect experiences with the institu-
tion (e.g., Zavyalova et al. 2016). In line with these
ideas, Elsbach and Kramer (1996) documented how
members who have developed a direct relationship
with a business school reacted to its publicized rank-
ings. Although the authors did not focus on the direct
and indirect nature of the relationship, their study
nonetheless illustrated that when such rankings

contradicted members’ individual judgments about
their school’s reputation, rather than adjusting their rep-
utation judgments in light of new information, individu-
als engaged in active sensemaking to justify the discrep-
ant information. Thus, for constituents with a direct
relationship with an organization, information that con-
tradicts their reputation judgments may be less influen-
tial in terms of altering these judgments, relative to con-
stituents whose relationship with an organization has
been more indirect. We therefore propose:

Proposition 3. Compared with a more indirect relationship
between a constituent and an organization, a more direct rela-
tionship is more likely to lead to reputation judgment stability
in light of contradictory information about the organization.

Combined Effects of Favorability, History, and Direct-
ness of the Relationship. The three relationship char-
acteristics detailed above are not mutually exclusive,
and, thus, for the comprehensiveness of our frame-
work, it is pertinent to discuss how combinations of all
three contribute to the stability of constituents’ reputa-
tion judgments. Whereas the exact ordering of which
characteristics have a stronger influence on reputation-
al stability is likely an empirical question, for our cur-
rent purposes, we propose that the stability of constit-
uents’ reputation judgments is likely an additive
function of the number of relational characteristics that
reach a high level. That is, increasing the level of an
additional relational characteristic (e.g., moving from a
shorter to a longer history or moving from a more in-
direct to a more direct relationship) makes a constitu-
ent’s reputation judgment more stable. As a result, re-
lationships with one characteristic that contributes to
reputational stability at a high level will exhibit lower
resistance to change than relationships with two such
characteristics. In turn, relationships with two charac-
teristics that contribute to reputational stability at a
high level will exhibit lower resistance to change than
relationships with all three characteristics at a high lev-
el. Thus, it is clear from our theorizing above that
more unfavorable, longer, and more direct relation-
ships likely contribute to reputation judgments that
are more resistant to change, whereas more favorable,
shorter, and more indirect relationships likely result in
reputation judgments that are less resistant to change.
We summarize these relationship types and the corre-
sponding propensities of reputation judgment stability
in Table 1 and in the following proposition:

Proposition 4. Reputation judgments of constituents with
more unfavorable, longer, and more direct relationships
with the organization are most stable, whereas reputation
judgments of constituents with more favorable, shorter, and
more indirect relationships with the organization are
least stable.
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Table 1. Combined Effects of Relationship Characteristics
on Stability of Individual Constituents” Reputation
Judgements

Favorability
Favorable Unfavorable
Directness/History Indirect Direct Indirect Direct
Short Lowest Low Low Moderate
stability  stability =~ stability  stability

Long Low  Moderate Moderate Highest
stability  stability stability ~ stability

In the Discussion, we elaborate on empirical meth-
odologies that can help tease out the differences in rep-
utational stability among these relationship categories.

When Reputational Communities Change
Constituents’ Reputation Judgments

Up to this point, we have focused on the role of dyad-
ic relationship characteristics in affecting the stability
of reputation judgments. Yet, a vast body of reputa-
tion research has documented the importance of third
parties in affecting constituents’ reputation judg-
ments. Whereas this work has focused on the role of
powerful infomediaries—such as the media and rank-
ing agencies—in a top-down process of reputation for-
mation and dissemination, the reputational landscape
has been changing. With the development of the inter-
net, the role of previously less powerful actors has be-
come increasingly important in reputation dynamics
(Etter et al. 2019). Indeed, constituents are better-than-
ever equipped to publicly share their privately held
reputation judgments with others and obtain insights
into whether others’ reputation judgments are aligned
with or contradict their own. As a result of these selec-
tive public expressions of privately held reputation
judgments about a particular organization, interacting
individual constituents form what Ravasi et al. (2018,
p- 588) called “reputational communities.” The au-
thors introduced the concept of reputational commu-
nities to reputation research, but they only briefly dis-
cussed these unique actors and the role they play in
affecting constituents” reputation judgments. We
build on their work and, in this second half of the pa-
per, more comprehensively describe reputational
communities and theorize about the importance of
their characteristics in exerting pressure on individual
constituents and even breaking reputational
path dependence.

Reputational Communities. The concept of a reputa-
tional community is relatively new to reputation re-
search and describes a group of interacting parties
who “jointly produce reputational outcomes in and

through their communications” (Ravasi et al. 2018, p.
582). Although this construct has received little atten-
tion from reputation researchers in the past, we pro-
pose that reputational communities are a critical part
in the evolving process of formation and change of
constituents’ reputation judgments. Reputational
communities serve as collective social spaces that al-
low for information about an organization to be ex-
pressed among a broader set of constituents. They
play a key role as a social forum for information ex-
change about the organization, thus helping generate
shared representations of organizational reality. Repu-
tational communities thus allow individual constitu-
ents to bring reputation judgments from the private to
the public sphere and can influence individually held
reputation judgments.

By publicly expressing their opinions about organi-
zations through various channels, including via direct
communications, through the media (Rindova and
Martins 2012), ranking agencies (Bermiss et al. 2013,
Fombrun and Shanley 1990, Fombrun 1996), or social
media (Ravasi et al. 2018, Etter et al. 2019), reputational
communities make information about the organiza-
tion available to a broader audience. The peculiar, yet
important, role of reputational communities in the
process of influencing constituents’ reputation judg-
ments is that they familiarize even distant and
unengaged constituents with the organization. For
example, many constituents may have no direct rela-
tionships with Berkshire Hathaway, Salesforce,
USAA, or Singapore Airlines. However, via coverage
of these companies by various reputational commu-
nities, constituents can come to learn about these or-
ganizations. In this way, reputational communities
become important sources of indirect information
about the organization.

A few unique features of reputational communities
are worth special attention. First, because these com-
munities form as a result of individual constituents’
expressed interest in a particular value dimension, we
envision that reputational communities largely focus
on few, if not a single, value dimensions. In this way,
the commonality of shared interests, values, and/or
needs serves to define the boundaries of the reputa-
tional community (Prentice et al. 1994). Multiple repu-
tational communities may exist for any one organiza-
tion, each focused on a different element of value. For
example, one community may focus on an organiza-
tion’s value as an employer (e.g., the reviewer com-
munity on Glassdoor.com or local worker unions),
whereas another may focus on an organization’s abili-
ty to produce valuable products or services (e.g., the re-
viewer community on Yelp.com or Consumerreport-
s.org). Although each of these communities may certainly
consider other dimensions of value (e.g., the reviewers on
Glassdoor.com may mention an organization’s ability to
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deliver valuable products or its commitment to the en-
vironment), the focus of the community will likely be
more narrowly defined in terms of the primary value
dimension. Furthermore, for one specific value dimen-
sion, there may be multiple, at times contrasting, com-
munities. For instance, the communities represented by
Walmartsucks.org versus the “I Love Walmart” Face-
book group focus on Walmart’s offerings of products
and services, yet constituents in these two communities
coalesce around conflicting judgments of the com-
pany’s ability to do so. These dynamics eventually re-
sult in the coexistence of diverging reputations in the
public domain.

Second, reputational communities may be formally
or informally defined and structured based upon fami-
ly, friendship, work, social, online, or geographic ties
(Lincoln and Miller 1979, Sampson 1988). In many
cases, reputational communities are open systems
where individuals enter and exit freely over time (e.g.,
an online forum), whereas in other cases, they may be
closed systems characterized by more unidirectional
communication channels (e.g., the reputational com-
munity of business executives that determines For-
tune’s Most Admired Companies ranking). In this
sense, information intermediaries that compile and
disseminate information about organizations are an
example of closed-system reputational communities.
Importantly, it is not necessary that an organizational
constituent is a member of the community and inter-
acts with others. Rather, some constituents may obtain
information about an organization by simply observ-
ing others’ interactions in reputational communities or
by being exposed to information from intermediaries.

Third, as noted above, constituents within a reputa-
tional community may not be in perfect agreement in
their individual reputation judgments. Indeed, below,
we will argue that the level of agreement within the
community is a critical characteristic for understanding
its potential influence on an individual constituent’s
reputation judgments. Yet, through public expressions
of individual reputation judgments, the community is
likely to produce a reputation judgment that is general-
ly understood by the members of the community (Ma-
thieu and Luciano 2019). In this sense, reputational
communities allow for individual constituents to ex-
press and negotiate their reputation judgments within a
social context (Ravasi et al. 2018). Through this process,
a shared representation of organizational reputation
within the community emerges and exerts influence on
individuals, with a potential to break path dependence
and change their personally held reputation judgments.

In sum, by providing a forum for sharing privately
held reputation judgments, reputational communities
allow constituents to introduce information about an
organization into the public sphere. Given that reputa-
tional communities are a key arena for constituents’

exchange of reputation judgments (Ravasi et al. 2018),
in our final section, we theorize about those character-
istics of reputational communities that make them
more or less influential in changing individual constit-
uents’ reputation judgments. To do so, we build our
propositions on the insights of social impact theory,
which is centrally focused on how social groups shape
individuals’ judgments.

Social Impact Theory. According to social impact theo-
ry, social forces affect individuals” thoughts and actions
(Latané 1981, Nowak et al. 1990). Latané (1981, p. 343)
defines social impact as “any of the great variety of
changes in physiological states and subjective feelings,
motives, and emotions, cognitions and beliefs, values
and behavior, that occur in an individual, human or an-
imal, as a result of the real, implied, or imagined pres-
ence of actions of other individuals.” Social impact is
the result of social forces that constantly affect individu-
als, much like “physical forces of light, sound, gravity,
and magnetism” (Latané 1981, pp. 343-344). When oth-
er people and groups are a source of impact and an in-
dividual is a target, individuals” opinions are subject to
change during interactions (Latané 1981). Latané (1981,
p. 344) refers to social impact theory as the “light bulb
theory of social relations,” likening the amount of light
from different light bulbs shining on a surface to the im-
pact experienced by an individual through interactions
with others.

According to social impact theory, the extent of so-
cial impact that an individual experiences depends on
three factors: the immediacy, the number, and the
strength of sources (Latané 1981, Nowak et al. 1990).
Using the light-bulb analogy, the brightness of the
light that shines on the surface depends on the
“closeness” of the bulb to the surface, “the number of
bulbs” shining, and the “wattage or intensity” of light
bulbs (Latané 1981, p. 344). The higher the level of
each of these factors, the stronger the social impact
and the more likely a target individual is to feel the
pressure to change his thoughts or actions. We discuss
and build on these ideas to propose that the degree to
which reputational communities can change an indi-
vidual constituent’s reputation judgment depends on
three characteristics: the immediacy, the size, and the
level of agreement within the reputational community.

Immediacy of the Reputational Community. First, we
propose that reputational communities that are more
immediate in the individual constituent’s social con-
text are more influential. By immediacy, we mean the
“closeness in space or time and absence of intervening
barriers or filters” between entities (Latané 1981,
p. 344). Because ideas about immediacy were developed
before the development of the internet, the original
meaning of “immediacy” often focused on the physical
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proximity among individuals. The internet, however,
has eased communications among people and increased
access to information. Therefore, we follow the broader
definition of immediacy of Nowak et al. (1990, p. 366)
and refer to immediacy as “the ease or probability of
communication between individuals.” Thus, immediacy
is not necessarily a function of physical proximity; rath-
er, it connotes the ease with which an individual can
communicate with others (Chaffee 1982). Immediacy
can be understood as an inverse of distance, be it physi-
cal, cognitive, psychological, or other (Latané et al.
1995). In our theorizing, we similarly regard immediacy
of a reputational community in terms of the ease of in-
formation access by an individual constituent from the
community and probability of such access (Nowak et al.
1990, O'Reilly 1982).

Because individuals tend to spend more time with,
pay attention to, and remember information obtained
from people in their more immediate environment
(Latané et al. 1995), social actors in the immediate con-
text are more influential (Bandura 2001). Thus, by in-
teracting within more immediate reputational com-
munities, individual constituents are more likely to
feel their impact. If the community’s reputation judg-
ments are aligned with the already established reputa-
tion judgments of the individual, then those judg-
ments are more likely to solidify. If, however, the
judgments of the reputational community contradict
those of the individual constituent, the constituent is
more likely to change his judgments the more imme-
diate, rather than distant, that the community is. For
example, an employee’s reputation judgments may be
influenced more by the immediate community of
coworkers and colleagues who he encounters on a
regular basis than by more distant communities, such
as online Glassdoor.com reviewers or opinions from a
distant workers” rights group, with whom he rarely
interacts. Similarly, a consumer’s reputation judgment
may be influenced more by immediately accessible
online reviews on Amazon and eBay or by word-of-
mouth recommendations from friends and family
than by communities that are less accessible or proxi-
mate, such as consumer reports requiring subscrip-
tions or hidden behind online paywalls (Meuter et al.
2013). We thus propose:

Proposition 5. The more immediate the reputational com-
munity, the more likely it is to change an individual con-
stituent’s reputation judgments through contradictory in-
formation about the organization.

Size of the Reputational Community. We further argue
that larger reputational communities are more likely to
affect an individual constituent’s reputation judgments,

as compared with smaller ones. Just as more shining
light bulbs make a surface brighter (Latané 1981), the
more people within a group that serves as an informa-
tion source, the greater its social impact on a target indi-
vidual. In confirmation of this argument, Nowak et al.
(1990) observed in a simulation that when an individual
is surrounded by a community with divergent beliefs,
the individual is more likely to change his views if the
community is larger. Further, groups whose opinions
dominated in the beginning of the simulation
“absorbed” others, leaving groups with divergent opin-
ions small and marginal (Nowak et al. 1990).

Taken to our theoretical arguments, we expect that
the larger the number of individuals in a reputational
community—that is, the larger the size of the reputa-
tional community—the more likely it is that the com-
munity will be noticed by an individual constituent
and change their reputation judgments. In this way,
large communities, such as organized trade unions,
consumer groups, and supplier consortia, can exert
greater influence on the judgments of individual
members than marginal communities of smaller size.
This is perhaps best illustrated via social movement
activities, including protests and boycotts, whereby
larger communities, such as PETA, the NAACP, or
Occupy Wall Street, are able to garner more attention
and more quickly and decisively influence public
opinion in the pursuit of a social cause. Such move-
ments are often designed to affect organizational rep-
utations by using group pressure to alter individual
judgments and change individual behavior toward
the focal organization (Whetten and Mackey 2002,
McDonnell and King 2013). Size is also an important
part of online reputational communities. For exam-
ple, online reviews from larger communities (e.g.,
5,000 Amazon reviews of a product) are likely more
influential than from smaller communities (e.g., six
Amazon reviews of a product). Similarly, issues that
receive more traction online and go viral, such as
the #metoo movement or #cancel[company], are in-
creasingly more likely to influence individuals’
judgments. Likewise, the number of likes, followers,
and retweets are also important indicators of the
size of communities in different online platforms
that can increase the influence of a given communi-
ty (Gillin 2007, Booth and Matic 2011). As a result,
we propose:

Proposition 6. The larger the reputational community,
the more likely it is to change an individual constituent’s
reputation judgments through contradictory information
about the organization.

Agreement Within the Reputational Community. Final-
ly, we argue that the level of agreement about an
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organization’s reputation within a reputational commu-
nity also affects the extent to which the reputational
community can change individual constituents’ rep-
utation judgments. As noted above, some reputational
communities may have highly heterogenous judgments
about an organization, whereas others may reach gener-
al agreement in their reputation judgments. Notably, in-
dividuals have a proclivity to be influenced by the ap-
pearance of consensus in groups. Research has found a
general preference for information presented as consen-
sus rather than dissent (Fusaro and Harris 2008, Corri-
veau et al. 2009). For example, the Asch (1956) studies
demonstrated that individuals feel pressure to conform
to obviously incorrect decisions when there is consensus
from a group. Neuroscience has connected this phe-
nomenon to a specific region of the brain (the posterior
medial frontal cortex), repeatedly demonstrating its role
in individuals’ shifts toward the consensus position
(Campbell-Meiklejohn et al. 2010, Klucharev et al. 2011).
Others have shown that opinion consensus in online re-
views (particularly for negative reviews) increases the
degree to which such reviews are used by consumers in
their evaluations (Lee and Cranage 2014). For example,
when considering the reputation of a service provider,
consumers are more likely to be swayed by more consis-
tent reviews on Angie’s List (e.g., multiple five-star re-
views) as opposed to more inconsistent reviews (e.g.,
some five-star and some one-star reviews). Indeed, re-
search on user-review variance suggests that higher de-
grees of review variance (and, thus, higher levels of dis-
agreement in the community) are negatively related to
product evaluations from potential buyers (Wang et al.
2015). Based on this research, we expect that when a rep-
utational community demonstrates a higher level of
agreement in its reputation judgments about the organi-
zation, it will exert a stronger force on the individual
constituent. Formally stated:

Proposition 7. The higher the level of agreement within the
reputational community, the more likely it is to change an
individual constituent’s reputation judgments through con-
tradictory information about the organization.

Combined Effects of Inmediacy, Size, and Agreement
of Reputational Communities. As we did in our theo-
rizing about constituent-organization relationship char-
acteristics, we propose that various combinations of
reputational community characteristics make them
more or less influential in changing individual constitu-
ents’ reputation judgments. Similar to our rationale in
Proposition 4, a high level in one characteristic makes
the reputational community less influential than com-
munities with higher levels in two characteristics, and
communities with two characteristics that have reached
a high level are less influential than communities with
three. Based on the logics behind Propositions 5-7, our

arguments clearly suggest that more immediate and
larger reputational communities with higher levels of
agreement are more influential in changing individual
constituents” reputation judgments, whereas more dis-
tant and smaller communities with lower levels of
agreement are less influential. We summarize the typol-
ogy of reputational communities and their relative ef-
fects in Table 2 and in the proposition below:

Proposition 8. More immediate and larger reputational
communities with a higher level of agreement are most likely
to change an individual constituent’s reputation judgments,
whereas more distant and smaller reputational communities
with a lower level of agreement are least likely to do so.

Whereas the extreme combinations of characteristics
present for cleaner theoretical predictions, as summa-
rized in Table 2, without a doubt, the different combina-
tions of other categories of reputational communities
are a fruitful research exercise. We present the potential
ways to examine these differences in the Discussion.

Discussion and Directions for Reputation
Research and Practice

In this manuscript, we developed a relational theory of
reputational stability and change focused on the
constituent-organizational relationship and reputational
community characteristics that influence the stability
and change of constituents’ reputation judgments.
More specifically, in our theory, we have discussed the
characteristics of constituent-organization relationships
that affect the path dependence of reputation and its re-
sistance to change. Using social penetration theory as a
basis for our arguments, we theorized that reputational
path dependence is more likely to be observed when
the constituent-organization relationship is more unfa-
vorable, has a longer history, and is based on more di-
rect interactions. We have also discussed the factors
that enhance top-down pressures from reputational
communities and, as a result, exert influence on individ-
ual constituents’ reputation judgments. Social impact
theory served as the foundation for theorizing about
these reputational community factors, and we theorized
that the influence from a community is strongest when
it is more immediate, larger, and there is greater agree-
ment within the community.

We hope our work advances a new way of under-
standing the relative stability of reputation. Our de-
piction of the unique features and theoretical underpin-
nings of individual and community factors clarifies
conceptual discrepancies regarding reputation as a com-
plex construct and addresses several major directions for
reputation research identified by Barnett and Pollock
(2012), including a greater articulation of the microfoun-
dations of reputation, a consideration of different levels
of analysis, and an acknowledgement of the dynamism



Downloaded from informs.org by [132.174.254.159] on 13 October 2022, at 14:03 . For personal use only, al rights reserved.

Zavyalova, Bundy, and Humphrey: A Relational Theory of Reputational Stability and Change

Organization Science, 2022, vol. 33, no. 5, pp. 1724-1740, © 2021 INFORMS

1735

Table 2. Combined Effects of Reputational Community Characteristics on Change of Individual Constituents” Reputation

Judgements
Agreement
Low High
Immediacy/Size Distant Immediate Distant Immediate
Small Lowest Low Moderate
ability to change ability to change ability to change ability to change
Large Low Moderate Moderate Highest

ability to change

ability to change

ability to change ability to change

of reputation judgments. We believe our theory sets
the stage for exciting new research on organizational
reputation. Below, we detail several areas that we be-
lieve represent the best opportunities to further build
on our framework.

Variations Across Reputational Communities. Reputa-
tional communities are important to our framework;
yet, because our understanding of these communities
is highly limited, future research can benefit from an
increased focus on these actors. For example, although
we discussed that reputational communities form
around a shared understanding of a particular value-
creating dimension of an organization, we also recog-
nized that such an understanding may be strongly
held across members of the community or only weakly
held by a slim majority. In this way, a shared under-
standing does not necessarily imply complete agree-
ment, and the variance that exists within a community
is an important feature of our theory. Moreover, some
communities may be so fractured that no consensus
understanding emerges, and either the community
dissolves or new communities spin off. Such fractures
within reputational communities likely affect organi-
zational reputation judgments at the individual level.
Related to this point, the ability of reputational com-
munities to exert pressure on individual constituents
likely depends on the extent to which interactions with
such communities can be avoided. For instance, it may
be easier for an individual constituent to avoid interac-
tions with online reputational communities (e.g., by
not following a particular community’s page on social
media or not joining an online forum created by the
community). On the other hand, it is more difficult to
ignore pressure from reputational communities with
which the constituent interacts directly in person (e.g.,
in-person observation of street protests and boycotts
or participation in face-to-face discussions). As a result,
the pressure from immediately accessible reputational
communities to change individual constituent’s repu-
tation judgments is likely stronger when the communi-
ty opinion is more difficult to avoid or ignore. We find
promise in exploring other variations across reputational

communities that affect the amount of pressure they ex-
ert on individual constituents.

Further, and in a similar process, reputational com-
munities may influence one another, particularly as
individual constituents participate in multiple com-
munities. That is, as consensus or contestation
emerges within one community, it may exert influ-
ence on the collective understandings of other com-
munities. For example, as Carter and Deephouse
(1999) noted, Walmart’s reputation for being tough
with its supplier community potentially threatened its
reputation for “being good” with broader customer
and investor communities. In response, Walmart used
a number of defensive impression-management tac-
tics to keep these community assessments separate
and avoid potential spillover.

Additionally, different reputational communities
can focus on the same dimension of organizational
value, but disagree in their judgments. It is possible
that contestations across reputational communities
take place, and conflicting reputation judgments coex-
ist at this level. The public contestation may make sa-
lient certain reputation judgments, increasing the like-
lihood that individual constituents will consider such
public judgments in their private assessments.

Different reputational communities can also focus on
different reputational dimensions of value (e.g., the or-
ganization as an employer, supplier, buyer, investor,
etc.). This focus on varying sources of value that sets
the stage for the formation of various reputational com-
munities also gives rise to multidimensionality of repu-
tation. In this way, reputational communities can be
sources of complementary reputation judgments, like
pieces of a puzzle that, when put together, reveal the
full picture of organizational reality.

Variations Across Individual Constituents. In our
framework, we have considered relational factors that af-
fect the stability of reputation judgments, as well as repu-
tational community factors that lead to change in such
judgments. A promising extension of our framework is
in the consideration of the joint effects of these forces.
For instance, it is important to consider the tipping
points when otherwise-stable individual reputational
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judgments are weakened or overturned by the pressure
from reputational communities. Future work should
explore the variance in individual-level factors, beyond
those detailed in our theory, that may create resistance
to reputational community pressure versus those fac-
tors that may make individual constituents’ judgments
more prone to change.

For example, building on the ideas behind our Prop-
osition 4, as individual constituents interact with organ-
izations directly and over a long period of time, they
may begin to identify or disidentify with the organiza-
tion, if and when through these interactions they ob-
serve strong value congruence or incongruence with an
organization (Ashforth and Mael 1989, Edwards and
Cable 2009). A (dis)identifying relationship will bias
these constituents’ interpretations of new information
about the organization in a way that “motivates selec-
tive search for supporting and refuting” information
(Evans and Stanovich, 2013, p. 232). Consequently,
identifying and disidentifying constituents will be bi-
ased in the way they process new information about an
organization that may stem from reputational commu-
nities. This means that the traditional notions of cue di-
agnosticity (Mishina et al. 2012) are not likely to apply
to the way identifying and disidentifying constituents
process contradictory information. Indeed, these con-
stituents may expend effort to reinterpret contradictory
information about an organization, making it easier to
cope with it (cf. Gutierrez et al. 2010). As such, contra-
dictory information, even from immediate and large
reputational communities with high levels of agree-
ment, may be disregarded or reinterpreted by the or-
ganization’s strongest (dis)identifying constituents.

Variations Across Organizations. A number of factors
may influence the dynamics that we have detailed in
our framework, including organizational-specific
characteristics. For example, as organizations mature,
the duration of the relationship that they have formed
with their constituents increases, and so does the po-
tential depth of constituents’ reputation judgments.
That is, older organizations naturally have the poten-
tial for a longer history of interactions with constitu-
ents, and the collective memory about older organiza-
tions is more detailed, varied, and nuanced. This line
of reasoning suggests that reputation judgments
about older organizations should be more complex
and stable, particularly at the reputational community
level, and thus are perhaps more influential on indi-
vidual constituents” judgments. In contrast, younger
organizations are likely to have simpler and less stable
reputations at both the individual and reputational
community levels. As such, organizational age is like-
ly a relevant characteristic to consider.

Another organizational characteristic pertinent to
our theory is organizational size. Strategic actions of

larger organizations affect more constituents. This sug-
gests that, with an increase in size, organizations
should experience increased breadth of perceptions
among a larger number of constituents and reputation-
al communities. Having more reputational communi-
ties, along with more individual interactions, likely re-
sults in a higher variance in reputation judgments,
which might lead to greater disagreements among
constituents and reputational communities and more
opportunities for contradictory information and result-
ing reputational change (e.g., Highhouse et al. 2009).
Alternately, small organizations are more likely to
have interactions with fewer constituents and reputa-
tional communities due to their narrower scope, re-
sulting in, perhaps, greater reputational stability.
Drawing on our discussion above, this means that
larger and older organizations are likely to have the
most robust and multidimensional reputations, both at
the individual and reputational community levels.

Further, investigating the active role that an organiza-
tion may play in nurturing different types of relation-
ships with its constituents and reputational communi-
ties can also deepen our understanding of reputational
stability and change. For instance, an organization may
engage with individual constituents more directly on-
line, taking a more active stance on relationship build-
ing and maintenance. And at the community level, an
organization may become the driving force behind the
formation of reputational communities, actively orga-
nizing or challenging different communities and their
associated judgments. How these types of organization-
al strategies affect the dynamics of reputation change
and stability is yet to be understood.

Finally, as noted in our theorizing above, we fo-
cused on reputation judgments concerning the valued
outcomes that an organization delivers. However, we
recognize that definitions and conceptualizations of
reputation are evolving, including recent research fo-
cused on capability reputations associated with an or-
ganization’s outcomes (akin to our focus) versus char-
acter reputations associated with an organization’s
potential behaviors (see Mishina et al. 2012, Park and
Rogan 2019, Parker et al. 2019, and Bundy et al. 2021).
It may be the case that the dynamics of our theory
play out differently for different kinds of reputation.
For example, Mishina et al. (2012) argued that nega-
tive cues are more salient for character-based reputa-
tions, whereas positive cues are more salient for
capability-based reputations. Therefore, in consider-
ing the favorability of the relationship, it may be
worth exploring how favorable and unfavorable rela-
tionships result in character-based and capability-
based reputation judgments and, in turn, how there
might be differences in their subsequent stability and
change (Park and Rogan 2019). Overall, the type of
reputation likely serves as an important organizational
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factor that future research on reputational stability and
change should consider.

Empirical Tests of the Framework. It is clear from our
theorizing above which reputation judgments are
least and most resistant to change. For example, at the
individual constituent level, more unfavorable, lon-
ger, and more direct relationships likely contribute to
reputation judgments that are more stable, whereas
more favorable, shorter, and more indirect relation-
ships likely result in reputation judgments that are
less stable. Delineating a priori the relative level of sta-
bility for the categories in between these extremes is a
more challenging task. Some research suggests that
the characteristics detailed above could be ordered in
terms of strength or influence. For example, in refer-
ence to the individual characteristics, research in so-
cial psychology shows that favorability judgments are
made almost instantaneously during an interaction
and significantly anchor and guide all subsequent
judgments (Altman and Taylor 1973). This indicates
that favorability might act as the primary characteris-
tic, with the others more secondary. However, other
research has stressed the importance of direct versus
indirect interactions, showing that direct experiences
are more likely to evoke affective reactions than indi-
rect ones (Millar and Millar 1996), thus suggesting
that directness might be primary.

In the end, we suspect that the exact ordering of these
in-between categories is an empirical question. For par-
simony of exposition, in Table 1, we simplified the three
relationship characteristics to their extreme values: fa-
vorable versus unfavorable; short versus long; and di-
rect versus indirect. Combined, they comprise eight dif-
ferent combinations that represent a typology of
constituent-organization relationships (2 X 2 x 2). We
did the same for the reputational community character-
istics in Table 2. In thinking about how to test the inter-
action of all these categories, it may be the case that
qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) provides the
best opportunity. QCA helps identify complex combi-
nations of characteristics that produce specific outcomes
(Rihoux and Ragin 2008, Misangyi et al. 2017, Furnari
et al. 2020). In this case, researchers can use QCA meth-
odology to help identify which characteristics on their
own are sufficient for influencing the stability of reputa-
tion judgments and which characteristics must be con-
figured in specific combinations in order to influence
reputational stability and change.

Our theory has additional implications for empirical
work on organizational reputation and its dynamics. For
example, the multilevel nature of reputation points to
the need to measure organizational reputation across
various social actors, including individual constituents
and reputational communities. Individual constituents’
reputation judgments can be assessed through regular

surveys of key organizational stakeholders (e.g., employ-
ees, suppliers, and customers), with specific attention
not only to the mean, but also the variance of these
scores within each group. Mean measures, although in-
formative during longitudinal comparisons, can conceal
the change in discrepant reputation judgments among
individual constituents within the same constituent
group. Comments on social media have also become a
popular arena for expression of and influence on reputa-
tion judgments (both at the individual and community
level; e.g., Etter et al. 2019). Thus, analyzing the content
of online posts by individual constituents and within on-
line groups can be a valuable source of information
about reputation judgments by constituents. To assess
reputation judgments within reputational communities,
researchers could analyze comments posted within on-
line groups whose titles contain the name of the organi-
zation. A key challenge for this research, therefore, is de-
termining the boundaries of reputational communities.

Content analysis of mainstream media coverage of
organizations and their placement in popular rankings
are examples of how community-level reputations have
been captured in the past. An important advancement
of these measures and empirical tests of our theory
would be direct assessments of factors that make some
reputational communities, such as rankings agencies or
media outlets, more influential than others (e.g., based
on immediacy, size, or agreement). Specifically, under-
standing why different rankings affect individual con-
stituents” reputation judgments in different ways and
what historical and social processes led to some, but not
other, rankings’ gains in popularity will advance re-
search on reputational stability and change.

As highlighted above, some researchers have already
begun to consider multilevel dynamics of reputation
empirically. For example, Baer et al. (2018) considered
the interplay between the community level and the in-
dividual level by testing the relationship between socie-
tal representations (in the form of population surveys
and magazine rankings) and employee judgments (via
individual surveys). Elsbach and Kramer (1996) used
qualitative methods to consider how internal constitu-
ents reacted to external social rankings. And, although
not focused specifically on reputation, others have simi-
larly considered the conflict between individual judg-
ments and larger community-level assessments, often
through qualitative methods (e.g., Petriglieri 2015, Eury
et al. 2018, and Bishop et al. 2019). Using these and oth-
er studies as examples, future research can test and ad-
vance the arguments in our theory.

Implications for Reputation Managers. Finally, our
theory has broad implications for executives charged
with managing organizational reputations. Whereas
reputation is frequently named as one of the key assets
of an organization by executives and board members
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(Diermeier 2011), how to make its maintenance a habit
and how to successfully monitor and manage it is still
covered in the cloak of mystery. Most managerial ap-
proaches to reputation assessment and management
are reactive, with interventions usually occurring when
a large portion of a company value is lost due to a repu-
tational crisis (Kalavar and Mysore 2017). Our theory
points to the need to assess organizational reputation
on an ongoing basis at two different levels. The success
of reputation management and reputation repair,
should an organization face a crisis, builds largely on
the nature of the relationships that an organization de-
velops with individual constituents over time and also
on the characteristics of reputational communities. To
ignore these factors is to one’s own detriment, given the
interrelationships that we have detailed.

Our framework and propositions point to the im-
portance of building and maintaining relationships
with key organizational constituents and making the
preservation of these ties one of the key priorities for
the organization. Peripheral and sporadic engage-
ment is unlikely to help with reputation building,
maintenance, or repair, as relationships built
through a detached approach are more likely to be
weak and malleable to countering forces. Rather, de-
fining value-creating dimensions that are core to the
organization and continuously investing in constitu-
ent engagement around these dimensions will help
build a solid and stable organizational reputation
among individual constituents and within reputa-
tional communities.
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Endnotes

1 Recent developments in the reputation literature have advocated for
the delineation between behavior-based reputation (i.e., character rep-
utation that helps assess what actions to expect from an organization)
versus outcome-based reputation (i.e., capability reputation that helps
assess what the organizational is capable of —see Mishina et al. 2012,
Park and Rogan 2019, and Parker et al. 2019). For theoretical parsimo-
ny, in our framework, we focus on constituents’ reputational judg-
ments of valued outcomes that an organization delivers, which has
been the dominant frame in the literature. However, we revisit these
important distinctions in the Discussion.

2We do not exclude the possibility of judgment reversal, as it can
occur in instances of extreme contradictory information. Rather, we
focus on the comparison of the likelihood of reputation judgments’
stability, depending on the length of the history of constituent-
organization relationship.
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