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Stellingen
1

In de toekomst zullen communicatiemanagers zich meer moeten richten
op het zoeken naar oplossingswegen dan naar de oplossingen van
communicatieve problemen; dit vergt inzicht in
besluitvormingsprocessen binnen en buiten de organisatie.

2

De vermeende verslechtering van het image van de gezondheidszorg is
een slecht argument voor intensivering van de
arbeidsmarktcommunicatie.

3

De ontwikkelingen in de voorlichting en in de public relations lopen
niet parallel; terwy'1 in de voorlichting persuasieve activiteiten meer
nadruk krijgen en daarmee het sturen in het 'algemeen belang',
verschuift in de public relations de aandacht naar meer rekening
houden met de maatschappelijke omgeving en de
verantwoordelijkheden van de organisatie daarin.

4

Het belang van de sociologie als één van de basisdisciplines van public
relations wordt vaak onderschat, dat ondanks toenemende aandacht
voor de dynamiek in de relatie tussen organisatie en omgeving.

5

In het streven naar emancipatie van het vakgebied public relations
bagatelliseren veel beroepsbeoefenaren de waarde van het kunnen
programmeren op het niveau van communicatie-activiteiten.

6

Beroepsverenigingen op het gebied van de communicatie kunnen
monitoring voor hun leden verzorgen door kennis van inzichten uit
verwante vakgebieden zoals marketing te stimuleren.

7

Het image van het beroepsveld public relations wordt negatief
beïnvloed door wollig taalgebruik en begripsverwarring rond image en
identiteit.

8

De introductie van een NGPR B-examen draagt by aan de
professionalisering van het vakgebied public relations, maar het bezit
van het diploma is op zichzelf onvoldoende zich als PR-professional te
beschouwen.

9

By een school voor de journalistiek wordt de ethiek van de
persvoorlichter naar verhouding veel frequenter aan de orde gesteld
dan die van de journalist.

10.

Wandelingen op de Edese heide bevorderen de Tielicopter view*.
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MIRROR IMAGES
If I'm the mirror and you're the image
Then whafs the secret between the two
these 'me's and 'you's, how many can there be?
Oh, I don't mind all that around the place
as long as you keep it
well away from me.
(From the song Mirror images by Peter Hammill, 1979)
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PREFACE
My interest in the process of image-formation dates back to the time
when I was still a student. In the ten years of practical experience
t h a t followed, my fascination for the subject took a n even firmer hold.
The motivating forces behind this research are diverse.
As a public relations manager I found t h a t corporate image is a
vital focal point in the implementation of communications
policies.
As a sociologist I was particularly intrigued by the dynamics in
the relationship between a n organization and its social
environment.
As a former teacher of public relations I have sought a
comprehensive approach to the field and to related areas such as
marketing.
As a n information specialist I have attempted to provide
assistance for practitioners in the decision-making process by
giving tangibility to corporate image policy, by providing concrete
suggestions instead of evasive woolliness.
You, the reader, will judge the extent to which I have succeeded.
Combining doctoral research with practical public relations work
turned out to be difficult, but also fruitful. On the one hand the
research provided good opportunities for reflection, which is not often
possible in everyday practical life. On the other hand, a t those
moments when the direction of my research seemed unclear, there
were always j u s t as many practical everyday experiences which
provided inspiration, provoked questions or which actually pointed to
answers.
Working for the Association of Universities in the Netherlands
(Vereniging van Samenwerkende Nederlandse Universiteiten, VSNU)
enabled m e to look a t communications policies and branch image from
a nation-wide perspective. I valued the opportunity which my job
provided for discussions with the then Chairman, Ir. P. van der
Schans, not only because of his personality but also because of his
approach to the management of university policy based on years of
experience. My contacts with the heads of the university public
relations departments were also of great importance.
Points of special interest a t the NZf, federation of health care
organizations in the Netherlands, were public affairs and the branch
image. I should like to t h a n k all my colleagues for their
encouragement during this research, in particular the public relations
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officers, Dr. D. van der Meer, Drs. J.M. Bergs, and the chairman
Drs. A.T.J. Krol.
I should like to t h a n k my partner Henny Schoemaker of the ACC Ede
advice bureau for our many professional discussions and for tracing
current literature both within and outside the field of public relations.
I thank Monique Kroese for the critical reading of the text and her
valuable suggestions.
Of special importance when deciding to start this Ph.D. thesis were
my contacts with Professor A.W. van den Ban, who inspired me with
his tremendous knowledge of specialized literature. My contacts with
Professor J. van Bergeijk, which began while I was working as a n
assistant a t a teacher-training college, were also an important
stimulus.
I greatly value the special relationship which I have with my parents,
who have provided tremendous support throughout my work and
during further studies.
I am greatly indebted to my two supervisors, Professor A. van der
Meiden and Professor C.M.J, van Woerkum, who have played
complementary roles whereby the one concentrated on the
implementation of public relations, and the other on the analysis of
the communication process.
Finally I should like to t h a n k all public relations practitioners who
have not been mentioned above but who have shared their thoughts
with me during the past years. In this book I hope to give them an
accumulation of ideas in return.

Ede, 15 september 1992

Marieta Vos
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ABSTRACT
Following a clarification of the concept of corporate image using the
available literature as a basis, the process of image-formation and the
nature of the influence of corporate image on behaviour are explored. The
relationship with corporate identity is then discussed. This exploration leads
us to considerations on corporate image policy and recommendations relating
to methods of measurement.
The core of the publication consists of the Corporate Image Concept,
developed to provide a framework of ideas in the structuring of corporate
image policy for public relations managers, public relations consultants and
advice bureaus. Finally, a trial is set up to test the constructed Corporate
Image Concept in Dutch universities, leading to the formulation of general
conclusions.
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1.

INTRODUCTION
An organization's corporate image is essential to its performance and
continued existence. It determines the social atmosphere in which the
organization operates. Management has increasingly been recognizing
the importance of a n organization's corporate image. Despite this
trend, concrete corporate image policies based on scientific information
are still a rare phenomenon. Although the literature on this subject
includes information about strands in various scientific fields which
would be useful to the development of such policies, the information
has not been i n t e g r a t e d such t h a t it can be applied directly to
policy development. This publication is a n attempt to integrate
various scientific views and approaches in one model, which can be
used as a cornerstone for developing a corporate image policy. Various
relevant aspects from the literature have been applied to a Corporate
Image Concept, a reasoned proposal, which managers can use to
structure their policies in practice.
The first chapter begins by explaining our approach to corporate
image. I t then goes on to discuss developments which have meant
that, without extra efforts on the part of management, the corporate
image is increasingly unclear. Then follow problems which arise when
insufficient attention is paid to the corporate image. Further, the
importance of image research in the chosen approach is examined.
Followed by the definition of the problem and a short preview on the
contents of this publication.

1.1.

A n e w approach t o P R m a n a g e m e n t
The corporate image policy, as described here, can be seen as the
essence of a new approach to PR management. The dominant feature
of this approach is its close linkage w i t h t h e organization's
g e n e r a l policy. The advisory function of PR, i.e. its strategic
contribution a s a functional area to the organization's general policy,
is substantiated by the underlying vision. It is for this reason t h a t the
approach to corporate image also has a great deal to offer top
management.
The approach to corporate image policy links up with the
developmental stage of the field of public relations. We can illustrate
this by drawing a comparison with the different stages of marketing
described and differentiated by Leeflang et al. (1987). A different
aspect to the approach is incorporated, as it were, into each individual
11

developmental stage. For PR we distinguish the following stages:
receiver orientation and emphasis on the process of
communication (initially this was based on a linear approach in
which the sender tried to reach or influence the receiver,
whereas recently it has been acknowledged t h a t in order to be
effective, greater consideration must be given to the receiver)
recognition of the importance of the foregoing for everyone in the
organization, i.e. recognition of the fact t h a t a successful PR
policy depends on many people in the organization
consideration of the society in which the organization operates
(initially only unilaterally, while later on emphasis h a s been
given to mutual understanding)
strategic approach to incorporate these different aspects into a
future-oriented policy.
This approach broadens the scope of PR, both with regard to the
social context of the organization and the developments which occur
within t h a t context. Image-formation is not a static phenomenon, but
is influenced by social trends. The relationship between an
organization and the society in which it operates should be examined
from a strategic point of view. As a basis for policy, knowledge of t h e
organization's current image does not suffice. The following
information should also be taken into account: the relationship with
the organization's identity, society's expectations, and future
developments within and outside the organization. Sociology,
marketing and organization studies are among the disciplines which
have to be consulted to acquire this information.
According to this approach PR professionals are faced with the
following challenges:
a sound environmental analysis m u s t be made for the
organization, to be able to anticipate developments in the social
environment
in the reflections on identity and desired identity in the
organization the corporate images held by the various relevant
publics m u s t be considered
a n integration of the communication policy with other functional
areas in the organization must be realized.
Shortcomings
Our approach differs from the one often taken hitherto in discussing
corporate image. The current approach to corporate image, in practice
12

as often in literature, consists of a number of shortcomings.
Many organizations feel t h a t corporate image can be considered
separate from corporate identity. Communication activities are
t h u s simply based on a discrepancy between the organization's
image and its desired image. In this publication, we question the
advisability of regarding corporate image and corporate identity
a s separate entities.
The attention to corporate image is often prompted by the need
to influence the environment on a short-term basis. Opportunism
takes over in such cases; steps are taken to influence the
organization's corporate image without linking these to corporate
identity. In order to establish favourable conditions for an
organization in the society in which it operates, communication
has to be more than just a one-way street.
The corporate image approach is often cosmetic and
instrumental. We critically question the enormous sums currently
being spent on corporate advertising and particularly their
justification.
The approach in actual practice appears to consist of a number
of presuppositions about the 'makeability' of images which are
inconsistent with recent scientific findings on the active role
receivers play in the process of image-formation.
The current approach to corporate image is often shallow.
However, the process of image-formation is so complex t h a t in
order for communication to be effective, it must be based on a
more thorough study, for example, systematically monitoring
developments in the social environment.
Often the approach is ad hoc and fragmentary. There is little
concern for long-term effects and the chosen strategy is not
applied consistently in all utterances of the organization.
Shortcomings in the current approach can partly be explained from
the fact t h a t people realize the importance of the corporate image, but
on the other hand, miss a concrete basis on which to form a sound
policy. Many experience difficulties in forging a real link between an
organization's corporate image and its general policy. A high level of
education on the part of the professionals involved and a strong
position within the organization as recognized consultants to top
management are necessary for the successful establishment of this
link. Its success also depends on sufficient development of the field of
PR and in particular of PR strategies.
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In this publication, we will try to give a n answer to the abovementioned shortcomings. We will begin by giving a more detailed
definition of corporate image and by studying the process of imageformation. We will then continue by exploring the concept of corporate
identity and the relationship between identity and image. In doing so
we are laying the foundations for observations of the way in which
the policy is pursued.
Public Relations
Public relations is the systematic promotion of mutual understanding
between a n organization and its publics (NGPR, 1972).
Specialist literature deals very differently with the concept of public
relations. The following categorization is partly derived from Leeflang
et al. (1987) and from Van der Meiden and Fauconnier (1990).
Public relations can be seen as:
a perception of, or the mentality of policy
a management function or profession
a process of interaction
activities or instruments
a field of study.
Confusion arises when the adopted approach is not made explicit, and
because many people regard public relations merely as a complex of
activities.
In this publication emphasis is on the approach to public relations as
a management function and as a perception of policy. The corporate
image policy is explored from the point of view of the communication
manager or the communication consultant. An important aspect of this
policy is a tight relation between the image and the identity of a n
organization.
The corporate image is a very c e n t r a l c o n c e p t in public relations,
according to the author, because anyone who aims a t a better
understanding of the organization must a t least have knowledge of the
way internal and external publics think about the organization. It is a
m a t t e r of sincere interest (not without engagement) in imageformation and its consequences. In fact a n attempt is made to achieve
a more intense interaction between the organization and its social
environment. This implies a strong orientation to corporate image and
corporate identity.
Recent specialist literature h a s stated the importance of a n integral
approach of communication, sometimes refered to as 'integrated
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communication'. This means adapting messages to fit in with the
framework of the different communication modalities as a whole
(public relations, information, propaganda, advertising). The process of
image-formation is hampered unnecessarily when, for instance,
advertising and public relations broadcast different messages. These
activities should be mutually supporting in order to obtain an optimal
efficiency on behalf of the image-formation of the different internal
and external publics of the organization.
In the chosen approach it is not sufficient to gear to one another the
various communication activities. All behaviour and utterances of the
organization are relevant to the image-formation process. A corporate
image policy m u s t not only take shape in the communication policy,
b u t also in the advisory function of communication managers to top
management in relation to the organization's general policy.
Sometimes authors refer to public relations as 'corporate
communication'. Floor and Van Raaij (1989) describe corporate
communication as: institutional communication, communication about
the organization aimed at various target groups. Lohman (1987)
distinguishes marketing communication and corporate communication,
where the first relates to the brand, product or service and the second
relates to the entire organization and has strategic objectives t h a t are
more long-term.
Prescriptive elements are frequently added to the definition. Blauw
(1986), for example, describes corporate communication as: "The

integrated approach to all communicative expressions of an
organization aimed at all relevant target groups; all these expressions
should individually disseminate and accentuate the corporate identity"
(p. 32). The definition is then used to demonstrate important points of
interest.
The aim of the corporate communication concept appears to be to
demonstrate t h a t the activities are carried out on the basis of a
particular philosophy rather than to indicate an entirely different area
from t h a t already served by public relations.
1.2.

G r o w i n g i m p o r t a n c e of corporate i m a g e
There has been a noticeable increase in the amount of attention paid
to corporate image. In this publication, we deal primarily with the
problem of establishing an effective interaction between the
organization and the society in which it operates, such t h a t the
interaction serves the organization's long-term interests. Organizations
m u s t be ready to exchange ideas about society's expectations of them,
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which includes both their image and their identity. When viewed
according to this last approach, a n actual interest on the part of the
organization in the image they project to the various publics indicates
a clear understanding of its best interests. Realistically speaking,
there are a number of causes for concern about corporate image as
certain developments may well obscure the image.
There a r e a number of developments which have made it increasingly
difficult for t h e public to form a clear view of what an organization
stands for. This while for many organizations the importance of
forming a public image is growing. Developments which make it
necessary to pay more attention to the corporate image can be
localized in the areas of both supply and demand.
On the s u p p l y s i d e a n increase can be observed both in the
complexity and in the number of changes. Gray (1986) states t h a t the
number of one-product companies is decreasing in favour of the
diversified corporation. In addition a return to the 'core business' can
be observed. The public is confronted with departmental and branch
closures, but also with mergers, acquisitions and take-overs. Also in
the non profit sector the supply has become more complex. Under the
influence of political decision making new provisions have come about
and supply structures have been altered. Other developments were
decompartmentalization and the politicization of social relations
(Zwaan, 1985).
All these changes contribute to the confusion among the general
public, and also frequently cause corporate identity crises and
communication problems within the corporation.
The physical distance between the consumer and the producer also
makes image-formation more difficult. Products are frequently
obtained via a series of intermediaries instead of the direct channel.
Computer applications make it attractive to offer products or services
outside the direct location of the producer (home banking, for
example). Direct contact with the consumer has diminished because of
a n increase in scale; many producers work across national borders.
Mass communication plays a greater role in the contact between
consumer and producer.
The public is confronted with a large quantity of information.
According to Van Cuilenburg and Noomen (1988, cf. Idenburg, 1985)
this not only results in saturation but also in 'overload' whereby much
more data are generated than the intended recievers can handle. The
supply of data strongly increases, while the amount of information
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used is almost stabilized. According to Van Kaam (1991) the problem
is not the large supply itself but the fact t h a t the time needed to
trace data increases because of this. The large supply mainly is
caused because organizations seek attention. The increasing
complexity a t the supply side does not make it easier for the
consumer to form a n image of the organization.
A number of developments can be observed on the demand, s i d e also,
which means t h a t it is essential that more attention be paid to the
corporate image from within the organization. Products and services
are becoming more homogeneous. Because of this consumers are less
able to distinguish between them.
Because of technical developments it is not so much the production
t h a t demands management's attention but rather the need to
differentiate the product from other products. Verhallen (1988a)
concludes from this t h a t a good image, and therefore image research,
is increasingly important. In our opinion this is the case for product
image as well as corporate image.
Consumerism, a social movement which enhances the rights of buyers
in relation to sellers, originated as a counterforce against the power of
companies and non-profit organizations (Loudon and Delia Bitta,
1988). Increased consumer awareness has led, among other things, to
the creation of consumer organizations. Those who offer products and
services realize t h a t they m u s t make more allowances for the desires
of the consumer (Schevernels, 1987). The increased supply has
changed the market from a sellers' market to a buyers' market
(Molenberg, 1989). In recent decades not only products or services but
also have been assessed several aspects of the functioning of
organizations (environment, emancipation, etc.). Because of this more
t h a n in the past the social responsibilities of the organization are
public issues.
Profiling the organization
While developments such as information-overload make it more
difficult for an organization to attract the attention of the public, a t
the same time it has become increasingly important to provide
optimal clarity in t h a t contact.
Profiling is the key word here. It is a question of establishing the
right position in the brain of the consumer. This requires insight into
the way the public processes information and a knowledge of the
public. But can we, in fact, speak of 'the public'?
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Gray (1986) argues t h a t we cannot speak of contact with 'the public'
in shifting demographics; new lifestyles are rapidly evolving and there
are new ways of perceiving companies, products and services. It is a
great strain on the organization to incorporate this in its
communication policy; matching communications to the public's mood
can sometimes be compared to shooting a t a moving and complex
target.
The organization is in a mobile environment and, while affected by
the consequences of these changes, it may also take a n active part.
This dynamic situation demands a constant reassessment of the
organization's strategic policy. The changes in t h e environment m a k e
it difficult for management to perceive the reality of its own
organization and its relationship to the changing market place. In
"The industrialization of service' Levitt (1976) describes radical
changes due to the application of technological innovations which have
dramatically changed the image of organizations in the service sector
(for example, the advent of fast-food restaurants and pre-packaged
tours).
Many changes are induced from within organizations. An organization
can, for instance, develop public affairs policies to induce changes. But
also by means of the supply of its products and services a n
organization can influence its environment. The introduction of
computers, for example, has had a far reaching impact on the way of
living.
I t is essential to monitor the changes t h a t occur in the organization's
environment. Corporate image research is a p a r t of this process. It
shows the changes which image-formation undergoes a s a result of
social developments. Plans to profile the organization can be based on
this information.
1.3.

Image problems
The developments described above make a n increased attention for the
corporate image from management essential. Without t h a t a
weakening and a decline in the corporate image could set in. The
organization cannot ignore the image-formation process. Even those
who pay no explicit attention to the corporate image experience the
effects of public image-formation. As Garbett (1988) states: "company
image, control it or it controls you".
In the media problems experienced by organizations are increasingly
linked with the corporate image. It seems to be a 'container concept',
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used for a variety of issues. Also within the organization it can
function a s a container concept. For instance when there seems to be
a n agreement on t h e occurrence of image problems, b u t in fact
different issues a r e referred to.
Corporate image problems, on closer consideration, can t u r n out to be
very diverse. Generally speaking t h e corporate image can be positive
or negative, a n d more or less correspondent with t h e corporate
identity (the fundamental characteristics of t h e organization). Many
authors emphasize t h e importance of a positive corporate image. Cook
(1987) believes t h a t a good reputation provides a personality behind
the company. Blauw (1986) states: "A good corporate image stimulates

the sale of products and services, helps the company to employ the
right people, is important on the financial market, and engenders
confidence in the company among internal and external target groups"
(p. 34).
According to Schoemaker and Vos (1989) it is primarily a question of
a broad conformity between corporate image a n d corporate identity,
and communication can contribute towards this. This would be in t h e
interests of both t h e organization and t h e public. If the image is clear
and conforms to the identity of t h e organization, t h e public knows
w h a t t h e organization stands for. If the actual identity is less positive
t h a n t h e desired identity, management m u s t take other measures
aimed a t changing t h e corporate identify. The approach of image a n d
of identity can not be separated.
The following diagram outlines t h e connection of these aspects to
indicate t h e complexity of image problems.
in compliance
w i t h identity

different from
identity

negative
image

change
identity

communication can
achieve results

positive
image

continue but
be on t h e alert

riskful, improve identity

In addition to the nature of the image also t h e degree of clarity is a t
stake. In general it is unfavourable for t h e organization to be
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