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Project goals:

Linking the sociological phenomenon of reputation with the psychological 
phenomenon of emotions

Gaining better understanding on how different emotional experiences in 
digital environments influence individual perceptions of company reputation 
and individual decision making

Research questions:

Why and how different dimensions of digital reputation (reputation in wired, 
open and online environments) are associated with emotional and 
motivational processes?

Is the evaluation of reputation by individual test subjects connected to 
psychophysiological responses to the organizations (and/or their products, 
services and brands)? 

DiRe – Digital reputation project



In our view, reputation is both 

• a socially processed narrative and 

• a cognitively processed intangible asset, consisting of 

• a collection of stories told about an organization, which contribute to

• how the organization is defined both in the individual and in the collective mind

• see e.g. Smythe & al., 1992; Castells, 2009

Key conceptual connections

• Reputation is about company’s overall appeal (Fombrun 1996)

• Experiential reputation and hearsay reputation (Goates 2008)

Reputation can be studied as emotional reactions among stakeholders

Reputation



Reputation as an emotional experience 
in digital publicity

Emotions guide decision making

Positive emotions lead more likely to positive judgments (Loewenstein & al. 2001)

In risky situations the importance of emotions increases

Digital publicity as a high-emotion, high-risk arena for various discursive 
performances, amplifying positive and negative opinions and discourses 

Digital publicity as a context: mass self-communication, uncertainty,  complex 
word-of-mouth-networks



Emotions and psychophysiology

Emotions in realted, reactive systems: 
(a) expressive and evaluative language
(b) physiological response and 
(c) behavioral response

Dimensional theory of emotion: valence and arousal (withdrawal behavior and 
approach behavior)

Psychophysiological reactions are studied with facial electromyography (EMG), 
electrodermal activity (EDA), electrocardiography (ECG) and 
electroencephalography (EEG)

Studying the unconscious reactions to stimuli



H1: Companies with a priori good reputation elicit 
positive emotion-related psychophysiological 
responses.

H2: Companies with a priori bad reputation elicit 
negative emotion related psychophysiological 
responses.

H3: Companies with good reputation elicit 
approach behavior-related psychophysiological 
responses, and companies with bad reputation 
elicit withdrawal behavior-related 
psychophysiological responses.

This first experiment serves to validate the 
physiological responses related to the 
psychological processing of reputation of 
companies.

H4: A positive news message elicits more positive 
reputation ratings for a company (when 
compared to a rating obtained prior to the 
experiment) and also psychophysiological activity 
that is related to positive emotions.

H5: A negative news message elicits more 
negative reputation ratings for a company and 
also psychophysiological activity that is related to 
negative emotions.

H6: The emotional valence of the other reader’s 
ratings and comments is contagious to the 
subject. That is, a positive news message followed 
by negative comments will be perceived more 
negative than a positive news message followed 
by positive comments, for example.

This enables us to study not only the effect of 
(digital) media messages on the company 
reputation but also the effects of accompanying 
comments by other readers. This makes it 
possible to study the social aspects of the recent 
development of online media.

Hypotheses (in progress)



Research setting

Target companies are selected using a longitudinal study of Finnish public listed 
companies (2001-2008)

The effects of good reputation and bad reputation on subjects

Stimulus material: 

company names and logos

pre-evaluated online news material accompanied by reader comments

Experiments will be conducted Jun-Aug 2010



“To gain a better understanding of how different emotional experiences 
within digital environments (news articles, blogs, opinion boards) 

influence individual perceptions of the reputation of a certain 
company.”

“To build new understanding that helps to describe and explain 
influences that can be evidenced between emotional experiences of 
individuals and their decision making processes concerning particular 

organizations and their reputations.”


