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Dialogue

This commentary is intended as an amendment to Argenti’s (1996) viewpoint, published in
Volume 10, Issue 1, of Management Co ication Quarterly. Van Riel provides an
overview of research in corporate communication, focusing on achievements found in the
international academic literature in both communication and business school disciplines. In
the author’s opinion, there are three key concepts in corporate communication research:
corporate identity, corporate reputation, and orchestration of communication. International
corporate communication research actually is richer than one might conclude by reading the
Argenti article. It requires an interdisciplinary approach to find adequate answers to
questions vital for both corporate communication practice and academe.

RESEARCH IN CORPORATE COMMUNICATION
An Overview of an Emerging Field

Cees B. M. van Riel
Erasmus University, Rotterdam

Management Communication Quarterly recently published ar-
ticles of distinguished authors differentially positioning manage-
ment communication (Smeltzer, 1996), business communication
(Reinsch, 1996), organizational communication (Mumby & Stohl,
1996), and corporate communication (Argenti, 1996). These con-
tributions underpin Reinsch and Reinsch’s (1996) conclusion about
the nature of the above-mentioned areas of communication: “It is
a diverse and evolving field” (p. 41). Corporate communication
seems to have a different connotation in various professional
groups. Some see it as synonymous with public relations (e.g.,
Grunig, 1992), whereas others see it as corporate advertising (e.g.,
Garbett, 1988). Argenti (1996) concurs that corporate communica-
tion is composed of these specialised areas of communication but
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adds corporate advertising, media relations, financial communica-
tion, employee communication, and crisis communication. In his
view, research in corporate communication logically falls within
the boundaries of these specialised areas.

In my view, research in corporate communication has to focus
the consequences of our key object of research, that is, the “mutual
interdependency between organisational performance” on one hand
and “corporate identity, corporate reputation, and orchestration of
communication” on the other hand (van Riel, 1995, p. 1). However,
I agree with Argenti (1996) that a second characteristic of corporate
communication research centers on the interdisciplinary nature of
the field and integrates varied communication practices (i.e., the
know-how) with management knowledge, especially that offered
in business administration programs. In my opinion, exploring
these two characteristics can help us to elaborate on and create
sophisticated answers to questions that are crucial to corporate
communication research, such as (a) Which valid and reliable
techniques are available to measure the identity of an organisation?
What is the impact of specific corporate identity characteristics on
reputation and performance? Is corporate identity a single, dual, or
multiple concept? (b) Which valid and reliable methods are avail-
able to measure corporate reputation? Given the dynamic character
of corporate reputations, which antecedents affect reputational
consequences most? What is the impact of reputation on perfor-
mance? (c) What is the benefit of consistency in all internal and
external communication? Which circumstances contribute posi-
tively to effective and efficient orchestration of all internal and
external communication?

Questions such as these can be summarised in three clusters
covering the main areas of research in corporate communication.
The interactions among the three clusters, and their mutual impact
on organisational performance, are shown in Figure 1. In the next
sections, I provide an overview of knowledge already available in
academic research that can enable both practitioners and academics
to answer questions about corporate identity, corporate reputation,
and orchestration of communication.
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Figure 1: Interaction Between Three Central Areas of Research in Corporate
Communication

CORPORATE IDENTITY

Originally, corporate identity was synonymous with naming,
logos, company housestyle, and visual identification used by an
organisation. American practitioners, such as Selame and Selame
(1975) and Chajet (1989), as well as their European colleagues,
Olins (1978) and Birkigt and Stadler (1986), gradually have broad-
ened the concept. Now corporate identity indicates the way in
which a company presents itself through behaviour, as well as
through symbolism, to internal and external audiences. In recent
years, academic authors have made important contributions in
defining the concept (e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985; Balmer, 1996;
Larcon & Reitter, 1979; Ramanantsoa, 1989; van Rekom, 1992;
van Riel, 1995). Through their efforts, we now can define corporate
identity as the self presentation of an organisation, rooted in the
behaviour of individual organisational members, expressing the
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organisation’s “sameness over time” or continuity, “distinc-
tiveness,” and “centrality.” Whereas distinctiveness comprises fea-
tures that differentiate the organisation from other organisations,
centrality consists of features that are perceived as the essence of
the organisation and that are spread over all organisational units.

METHODS REVEALING THE DESIRED
AND ACTUAL CORPORATE IDENTITY

During the last decade, several methods have been developed to
explain the actual corporate identity. The majority of the available
methods come from traditional consumer behaviour research,
methods that integrate the following survey techniques comparable
to conventional external reputation research (e.g., Poiesz, 1988) but
that are used within the organisation (e.g., de Cock et al., 1984);
qualitative semistructured interviews (e.g., Bernstein, 1986); eth-
nography (e.g., Balmer, 1996); and heuristic analyses of historical
sources to describe and understand the nature of the company roots
(e.g., Ramanantsoa, 1989). Furthermore, one can use measurement
techniques originally developed in organisational communication
(i.e., communication audits; Goldhaber, 1986; Greenbaum, Clam-
pitt, & Willihnganz, 1988) and in organisational behaviour (i.e.,
organisational identification scales; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; van
Riel, Smidts, & Pruyn, 1994) measuring the actual knowledge of,
and attitude toward, relevant corporate issues, specifically the
degree of identification with the organisation among employees.

A simple but rather objective start to describe the behaviour of
organisational members (the key “source” of cues transmitting
identity characteristics) is the implementation of auditing tech-
niques in corporate design (Napoles, 1988). These design audits
describe the use of corporate symbols in actual situations by posing
questions, such as Which symbols exist? Are these symbols used
consistently? Which outlets are used? Besides design audits, con-
sultants and researchers employ several more sophisticated meth-
ods to gather data on day-to-day behaviour of organisational mem-
bers. Consultants often use open interviews that are qualitative,
semistructured, and limited in number (i.e., around 15 oral inter-
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views) with top management. Researchers use heuristic approaches
in which they explore the historical roots and areas of conflict
within the organisation (Larcon & Reitter, 1979; Ramanantsoa,
1989). For instance, Balmer’s (1996) Affinity Audit provides a
specialised method combining open interviews with observations
over time in organisations. The Laddering Technique, a means-end
interview methodology constructing Hierarchical Value Maps,
originally was developed to determine the image of products
(Reynolds & Gutman, 1988) but was transformed by van Rekom
(1992) to serve the area of corporate identity. He applied the
original principles backed up by an extensive survey. This inter-
view format focused on two primary areas with corresponding
question sequences: concrete attributes (What is your job? What
exactly do you do?) and consequences (Why do you do it in this
way? Why is this important to you?). The question, “Why is this
important to you?” determines employees’ feelings and perceptions
about the value of their membership. “Why is this important to
you?” is repeated at every stage, until a chain of meanings is built
that leads through levels of increasing abstraction from the concrete
attribute, via its consequences, to the underlying values. All the
meaning chains corresponding to the specific outcome under inves-
tigation can be combined into one Hierarchical Value Map. This
map charts members’ associations across the different levels of
abstraction.

DETERMINING DESIRED CORPORATE
IDENTITY CHARACTERISTICS

In defining the desired (as opposed to actual) corporate identity
characteristics, one has to match internal preferences with external
demands and expectations. A sophisticated method acquiring data
focusing on the outside-in approach is the IDU-method of Rossiter
and Percy (1997). An outside-in approach is one in which managers
primarily react to external cues by transforming them to appropriate
internal responses aimed at an effective achievement of company
goals. The IDU-method is aimed at the discovery of internal cues,
perceived by external audiences as benefits (or as Important, I), as
being delivered by the organisations (D), and as unique or, prefer-
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ably, distinctive (U) in comparison with other organisations. A
method that centers on the inside-out approach is the Cobweb
method of Bernstein (1986). An inside-out approach is one in which
managers primarily react to internal cues, followed by an adapta-
tion of the perceived strengths and weaknesses of these internal
signals to appropriate responses toward external stakeholders
(again aimed at an effective achievement of firm-specific goals).
Both of these approaches provide relevant information confronting
internal preferences with external demands.

As an example of a pragmatic and less time-consuming way of
finding desired corporate identity characteristics, the Cobweb
method provides a qualitative technique based on a group discus-
sion with key representatives of the organisation (see Figure 2,
adapted from Bernstein, 1986). During the first stage in the Cobweb
method, an external consultant leads the discussion, stimulating
participants to describe their organisation first in general terms (i.e.,
How do you describe your company during an informal occasion?),
to be followed by more specific questions (e.g., How do you
describe your organisation in an interview with a candidate for a
high management position? How do you describe your company
when you have to compete with another firm trying to acquire a
major account?) resulting in an increased degree of elaboration in
which participants describe their company. These descriptions then
are summarised in an individual formulation of concrete company
characteristics. The individual formulations result in a large num-
ber of attributes (an average of seven characteristics per person).

During the next stage of the Cobweb method, participants indi-
vidually have to choose the eight most important characteristics of
their company from the attribute listing that combined responses
of all group participants. Once the eight characteristics are selected
individually, all participants fill out a form rating their eight char-
acteristics according to the perceived actual and the perceived
desired corporate identities. The aggregated average group score is
presented in a wheel with eight spokes, representing a 10 point
scale, with the 0 value in the middle (center) and the maximum 10
value at the end of each spoke. This wheel and values create the
cobweb (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Cobweb Method

IMPACT OF CORPORATE IDENTITY ON PERFORMANCE

Every organisation is supposed to have a specific set of charac-
teristics describing its identity in terms of centrality, sameness over
time, and distinctiveness. Logically, we assume that the nature of
the organisational identity characteristics set will affect perfor-
mance positively if the characteristics are appealing to internal
audiences (i.e., management and/or employees) and to external
audiences with different stakes in the organisation (i.e., financial
stakeholders, individuals/groups concerned with clients, and audi-
ences concerned with social responsibility). Although there is
relatively little academic literature on the relationship of identity
sets and outcomes for different stakeholders, Whetten (1997) and
van Riel et al. (1994) suggest that the stronger the employees’
identification with their organisations, the more supportive and/or
accepting they are of organisational premises and the more they
make decisions that are consistent with organisational objectives.
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CORPORATE REPUTATION

Reputation is an overall evaluation of organisational achievements
(Fombrun, 1996). Reputation assessments indicate levels of esteem in
the eyes of external stakeholders, based on the combined evaluations
of separate images attributed to firm activities in areas including
finance, human resources, social responsibility, or product quality.

A positive reputation affects marketing by improving positions
in the evoked set, finance by improving the firm’s attractiveness as
an investment object, and human resource management by attract-
ing new employees (Gatewood, Gowen, & Lautenschlager, 1993),
increasing involvement of employees with their company (Dutton,
Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994), and reducing costs of litigation
(Grunig, 1992). A good reputation gives signaling power to com-
petitors (Heil & Walters, 1993). Signaling power means that a firm
can orchestrate both the timing and the intensity of cues that
transmit the benefits of its reputation to audiences that also are
relevant for competitors. By orchestrating cues, firms consequently
can decrease the reputational value of these competitors in the eyes
of external stakeholders.

Like corporate identity, research in corporate reputation can be
found in several disciplines. Fombrun and van Riel (1997) distin-
guish six academic disciplines that pay attention to reputation:
economics (e.g., companies have specific character traits that dis-
tinguish them from other types of firms; Weigelt & Camerer, 1988);
strategic management (e.g., reputations are assets circumscribing
firms’ actions and rivals’ reactions; firms’ actions are difficult to
duplicate because they arrive from unique internal features that
create distinctiveness and that promote firms’ competitive advan-
tages (Fombrun & Zajac, 1987; Freeman, 1984); marketing (e.g.,
personal characteristics of a subject result in information process-
ing chunking cues in memory that create networks of meanings
about an object depending on the subject’s involvement and the
object’s persuasive capabilities and efforts; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986; Poiesz, 1988); organisational behaviour (e.g., reputation is
rooted in sense making of organisational members; perceived ex-
ternal prestige of the company strongly affects organisational iden-
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tification; Dutton et al., 1994; Porac & Thomas, 1990); sociology
(e.g., reputational rankings are social constructs created by the
interaction between a firm and its stakeholders in a shared institu-
tional environment; Granovetter, 1985; Shapiro, 1987); and ac-
counting (e.g., financial value of the company; Deng & Lev, 1997;
Fombrun, 1996).

Familiarity with the nature of corporate reputation has become
a necessity for strategic competitive advantage. Reputation enables
firms to anticipate developments resulting from shifts in public
opinion that result from changes in grading (i.e., evaluating) the
company on environmental actions. Companies can depend solely
on public opinion leader research surveys, including the Fortune
500 and Financial Times surveys, but they risk missing information
that describes firm-specific trends. Firm-specific trends can be
acquired only by applying measurement methods designed specifi-
cally to meet the needs of a particular company, such as Q-Sorting,
Natural Grouping, Kelly Repertory Grid, and Photosorting. Al-
though varied methods can be employed, firms still lack informa-
tion on trends and on the specialised use, as well as advantages and
disadvantages, of these methods.

Measurement of reputation can focus on information gathering,
or describing “pictures” in the minds of individual external stake-
holders about the company (e.g., Q-Sorting, Natural Grouping,
Kelly Repertory Grid, Photosorting); and information evaluating
consequences of pictures in the heads of individuals on an aggre-
gated level (signalling, financial valuation, and perceived external
prestige). Each method has advantages and disadvantages depend-
ing on the specific needs of a company.

To ascertain the optimal method, three aspects need to be con-
sidered. First, strategic reasons for using a method center on the
firm’s reasons for evaluation. What does the company want to
know? Does the company want spontaneously generated attributes
in an open-question format? Does the company need qualitative
(rich in information, but poor in representativeness) or quantitative
(presenting grades about perceived strengths and weaknesses) find-
ings? Does the company want to compare its own reputation scores
with those of competitors? Besides identifying the reasons for
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strategic reputation studies, managers also need to clarify the level
of analysis on which they want to evaluate organisational reputa-
tion—namely, the firm as a whole; or the perceptions of the
company as an investment object, as an employer, and as a social
responsible citizen; or the competitive advantage of a company.

Second, academic reasons for using a method center on under-
standing respondents’ choices. In selecting appropriate methods,
researchers would consider individuals’ levels of elaboration about
organisational information and how this information is chunked in
memory. According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model of Petty
and Cacioppo (1986), information processing by a subject about an
object can be distinguished by three different layers of elaboration:
high, low, and medium. A high degree of elaboration results in a
complex network of meanings chunked in memory, to be revealed
by measurement methods uncovering deeper associations, such as
laddering (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988) or natural grouping (Sikkel,
1991). A low degree of information elaboration results in a set of
attributes simply describing an object in terms of bipolar qualities,
such as good-bad and attractive-unattractive, to be measured by
multidimensional scaling techniques asking respondents to rate
similarities and preferences (i.e., comparing A and B in branch C).
A medium degree of elaboration creates a set of attributes in
memory enabling an individual to describe an object in terms of
salient beliefs and importance evaluations, to be measured by
Likert-type or Osgood scales, according to the Fishbein and Azjen
(1975) model.

Third, pragmatic reasons for using a method involve manage-
ment’s preferences. Does management want to have company-
specific data? Would management find that readily available and
free generic data (e.g., Fortune 500 lists) suit organisational needs?
Are managers prepared to accept qualitative results (e.g., findings
from photosorting), especially if the results are disappointing?

ANTECEDENTS AND CONSEQUENCES
OF CORPORATE REPUTATIONS

A favourable corporate reputation is not an isolated objective.
This reputation is a vital condition for, and means of, creating a
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sound commercial basis from which the success (in the widest
sense of the word) of the company eventually stems. Contemporary
empirical evidence points to a positive relationship between a
company’s achievement and its reputation (Fombrun & Shanley,
1990). Profit appears to have the greatest effect on reputation,
followed by risk (negative influence), and the market value of the
organisation. Other factors that influence reputation are the visibil-
ity of the organisation in the media, the extent to which institutional
investors hold shares in the organisation, the dividend pay-out ratio
(i.e., a high ratio has a negative influence), social concern, size, and
the extent of advertising. Financial evaluation and reputation inter-
act strongly (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; Higgens & Diffenbach,
1989; Sobol & Farelly, 1989). Fryxell and Wang (1994) state that
“the higher the financial performance, the higher the reputation
ranking will be” (p. 13). Research conducted at the Corporate
Communication Centre of the Erasmus University has shown that
three additional antecedents tend to be important for reputation
evaluations: familiarity (conditio sine qua non), branch charac-
teristics, and economic climate (Maathuis, 1993). High familiarity
(e.g., companies like Philips, Unilever, Shell) results in a more
favourable, but also in a more sophisticated, reputation. In other
words, when there are conditions of high familiarity, people tend
to have a complex network of meanings through which they evalu-
ate both positive and negative aspects about the organisation.
Companies with a below average degree of familiarity (e.g.,
mostly business-to-business firms and/or small companies) ap-
pear to be evaluated primarily by economic climate and by
branch characteristics.

EFFECTIVE CORPORATE IDENTITY PROGRAMMES

Organisations have to narrow the gap between reality and desire.
To narrow this gap, organisations take into account the findings
from both identity and reputation research (i.e., reality), comparing
these results to their strategic intent (i.e., desire). This means that
organisations have to implement a corporate identity strategy that
effectively orchestrates the three corporate identity mix instru-
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ments (i.e., behaviour, symbolism, and communications) in an
effort to achieve a positive starting position in relation to the target
groups with which the company has dependency relationships.

Researchers have directed attention to ideal ways of setting up
an effective corporate identity programme (Cutlip, Center, &
Broom, 1994; Dowling, 1994; Grunig & Hunt, 1984). These re-
searchers provide various checklists, action plans, and so forth that
can be helpful in making the correct decisions. These models
contain more commonalities than differences. All of them can be
divided broadly into four distinguishable stages: defining the prob-
lem, planning and programming, implementing, and evaluating the
programme. An often applied technique in these multiphase plans
is branding, which originally was developed in marketing and
applied to product branding (Aaker, 1991; Murphy, 1992), but
which recently was extended to the level of the organisation as a
whole (Dowling, 1986; van Riel, 1995).

Companies can increase the value of their components through
the mechanism of horizontal and vertical brand value transfer. In
marketing literature, this process is called image spillover effects
(Sullivan, 1990) and occurs with line and brand extensions of one
product toward another product (Aaker & Keller, 1990), products
complementing each other (cobranding; Rao & Ruekert, 1994), or
linkage of organisational associations to product associations
(Belch & Belch, 1987; Keller & Aaker, 1992). An endorsement will
be more successful if consumers perceive similarity between the
core brand and its extension (Boush & Loken, 1991). Transfer of
brand value also is found in country of origin studies, in which a
favourable country reputation has a positive influence on the per-
ception of products from those countries (Han, 1989; Johanssen,
Douglas, & Nonaka, 1985).

Corporate branding is successful if (a) the information asymme-
try between buyer and seller creates an incentive for service provid-
ers to capitalize on a firm’s reputation and to introduce new services
for existing customers (Nayar, 1990), (b) consumers perceive a
high degree of risk acquiring the product/service, and (c) the
endorser’s attributes are highly relevant in the image transfer
context (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Keller, 1993).
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ORCHESTRATION OF COMMUNICATION

Organisations increasingly are becoming aware of the fact that
communication is not being fully exploited internally or externally.
The magic words for promoting effective corporate communication
seem to be integration of communication. This integration can be
achieved in various ways. The longest tradition in this respect can
be found in corporate design, also known as common housestyle.
In addition to design, one also can think of integrated marketing
communication, which works with common starting points, com-
mon operational systems, and cooperative structures in decision
making in communication.

General notions about orchestration /coordination are found in
organisational behavior (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; March &
Simon, 1958; Ouchi, 1979), with more specialized notions found
in public relations (Grunig, 1990, 1992) and marketing (Nowak &
Phelps, 1994; Schultz, Tannenbaum, & Lauterborn, 1994). Grant
(1996) recently reviewed literature on formal and explicit coordi-
nation that pointed to four mechanisms integrating specialized
knowledge, such as communication knowledge: rules and direc-
tives (i.e., procedures, rules, standardized information, and com-
munication systems); sequencing (i.e., organisation of the primary
process in a sequence so that each specialist’s input occurs inde-
pendently through assignment of a separate time slot); organisa-
tional routine (i.e., application of professional actions in a relatively
automatic fashion, or implicit protocols); and group problem solv-
ing and decision making (i.e., when complexity increases, a more
personal and communication-intensive form of integration is re-
quired). When this typology is applied to communication coordi-
nation, a matrix results that can enable communication specialists
to categorize orchestration mechanisms within one of Grant’s
(1996) four categories (see Table 1).

Coordination is not a goal in itself, but a means of finding a
solution for problems of efficiency and effectiveness in organisa-
tions. The logical counterpart of coordination is differentiation, a
process stimulating entrepreneurship between individuals and/or
their business units. Differentiation enables these individuals or
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units to be responsible for their own decisions in a variety of
commercial and noncommercial areas. In spite of the popularity of
decentralized (differentiated) decision making in organisations, it
still is necessary to define some basic agreements among most
members about the way organisations profile their sustainable
corporate story. A sustainable corporate story describes the what,
why, and how of the firm, to be used, in varying lengths and
elaborations, for internal and external stakeholders on which a
company depends. The key message in this story is an explanation
of the organisational raison d’étre for internal and external audi-
ences. This message should be clear and consistent. To assist
organisations in developing a positive story, corporate communi-
cation specialists have developed several methods of managing
ambiguities in communication. These methods entail use of con-
cepts such as common starting points, common operational sys-
tems, and a cooperative decision making structure.

COMMON STARTING POINTS (CSPs)

CSPs (van Riel, 1995) are considered central values that function
as the basis for undertaking any kind of communication envisioned
by an organisation. Establishing CSPs is particularly useful in
creating clear priorities (e.g., to facilitate an eventual control and
evaluation of the total communication policy). A successful balance
of communication between the corporate and the Business Unit
(BU)-level on one side and between BUs among themselves on the
other, does not occur by adhering strictly to the CSPs. Rather, this
balance is achieved by adapting the CSPs on which the various
company divisions wish to base the starting points of their own
communication policy.

The degree to which an organisation wants to coordinate the
content of its key messages (content coordination) has a strong
impact on the type of corporate communication policy the organi-
sation constructs. Corporate communication policies can be uni-
form, varied, or endorsed.! Also important is the extent to which
one wishes to reveal parent visibility, or the parent behind the brand,
by using the company name or its housestyle. A combination of
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content coordination and parent visibility in Figure 3 shows that,
in principle, it is possible for one company to position some
business units within the uniform model, both visually and with
respect to content, whereas other business units in the same con-
glomerate might be placed within an endorsed or variety type of
model. Figure 3 illustrates this with an example of ING Group. ING
Group is a Dutch-based financial conglomerate, offering all finan-
cial services on a global scale through its operating companies, like
Nationale Nederlanden, Postbank, ING Bank, ING Barings, and
Life of Georgia. ING is one of the 10 largest financial players in
the world.

COMMON OPERATIONAL SYSTEMS

It is accepted practice to introduce a uniform operational system
in management fields, like techniques for financial reporting and,
to a lesser extent, the application of planning techniques within
functional management areas such as marketing and human re-
sources. Some current communication practices already use com-
mon operational systems. For example, communication specialists
have more or less generally accepted protocols for setting up
campaigns.

Usually, uniformity is introduced into communication opera-
tional systems by applying explicit directives, such as those located
in a housestyle manual or those associated with routines. A
housestyle manual enables organisational members to control par-
ent visibility in uniform ways, whereas routines provide consis-
tency through on-the-job training and education. A more sophisti-
cated means of making protocols explicit is to introduce a
computerized decision support system for vital communication
decisions. These systems already are available in marketing (e.g.,
Marketing Decision Support Systems) and in marketing communi-
cation. Recently, Communication Decision Support Systems
(CDGG) have become available for media planning, advertising
strategy, and corporate communication (e.g., Communication Plan-
ning System; van Dijk & van Riel, 1996).
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ING Group
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ING-Bank International
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Westland Utrecht Hyp ban
Tiel-Utrecht
RVS
MBO

Nationale
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ercantile Mutus

Postbank Life of Georgia

ow parent visibility

Figure 3: Illustration of Content Coordination and Parent Visibility for ING Group

COORDINATING DECISION MAKING IN COMMUNICATION

A study by van Riel and Nedela (1989) showed that large
American and European financial institutions are using several
different forms of coordination to orchestrate their total communi-
cation output. In practice, there appear to be numerous ways of
coordinating organisational and marketing communication. The
current company preference seems to be the introduction of a
coordinating body, consisting of communication department man-
agers, that would be responsible for coordinating the various com-
munication projects (Smythe, Dorward, & Lambert, 1991; Troy,
1993). Until now, the main task of this body has been to oversee
communication projects—not to set priorities. The body can only
perform its planning task successfully through regular consultation
with commercial and policy managers. Not only does regular
consultation keep communication problems permanently on the
agenda of senior management, but also the members of the coordi-
nating body are kept informed of current policy decisions within
the company.
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CONCLUSION

The interdisciplinary research presented in this commentary can
assist communication professionals in improving the quality of
their work as long as they are willing to be open-minded and not
succumb to NIH (not invented here) thinking. This overview clus-
ters around three focal responsibilities in corporate communica-
tion: identity, reputation, and orchestration of communication. The
term corporate should be interpreted in the context of the Latin
word corpus, meaning body, or, in a more figurative sense, relating
to the totality. In other words, specialists working in areas of
identity, reputation, and communication orchestration relate their
work to, and are guided by, the needs of the organisation. In the
next decade, our corporate communication research agenda needs
to focus on questions that derive from both qualitative and quanti-
tative data analyses and that provide understanding of corporate
communication processes. In the long run, this theorizing and
research will enable communication practitioners to professional-
ize their daily decision making and improve the internal account-
ability and external effectiveness of their communication efforts.

NOTE

1. A uniform corporate communication policy occurs when the company uses one
symbol, name, or logo and one basic message/content throughout all constituent parts.
Variety in communication policies means that the company operates through a series of
product brands, business unit brands, and a corporate brand. These brands apparently are
unrelated, both to one another and to the corporate brand. Communication policies are
endorsed when a conglomerate of companies, controlled financially by one headquarters,
design communications to be perceived either as visual (logo, colour, reference to similar
name) or as verbal (written, comparable payoff) endorsement, or part of that group.
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