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“The global economic crisis shows us what a successful reputation 
management means. Firstly: to serve the business goals of the company 
over the long term and not in a short-sighted way. Secondly: to observe 
ethical and social standards not only when the ‚license to operate‘ is 
about to be withdrawn. And thirdly: Not to follow every market trend in an 
opportunistic fashion.”
(Mark Eisenegger)
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Introduction:
Barack Obama & the Nobel Prize

It is a widespread error to think that reputation is merely a matter of 
communication
A reputation that is sustainable over the long-term is built on actions!

Obama gets the Nobel Peace Prize –
The question is: What for?
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Introduction:
Reputation crisis of the free market 
economy

❙ Faith in the self-healing powers of the markets has been shattered
❙ The reputation not only of individual banks, but of the free market economy as a 

whole, has been battered!

What lessons for reputation management can be drawn from the crisis?
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Overview

❙ PART 1: Trust and reputation
❙ PART 2: Reputation effects of the global economic crisis
❙ PART 3: Conclusion
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Trust and Reputation I

❙ Trust = the most important action resource of modern societies

❙ Social action presupposes being able to trust that our interaction 
partners behave in the way that we expect

❙ How does trust in our interaction partners arise?
❙ A) Through personal experience
❙ B) More importantly: by “recommendations” = reputation 

judgments

Reputation = Recognition of trustworthiness !
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Trust and Reputation II

❙ Reputation judgments about our interaction partners determine our 
decisions, for instance when…

❙ … we need a lawyer,
❙ … we entrust ourselves to a doctor,
❙ ... we make a decision about a product, etc.

❙ We let ourselves be guided by such reputation judgments, because it 
saves time and money
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Trust and Reputation III

Reputation creates
trust

Trust presupposes that
expectations are met

But what expectations
must be followed?
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Three Reputation Worlds

Every player must prove his value in exactly 3 reputation worlds!

World of function systems World of norms & values World of emotions

Succesful in performing
tasks?

A good citizen? Having a distinctive
and fascinating identity?

Functional Reputation Social Reputation Expressive Reputation
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Positive reputation in the crisis – Swatch

Successful
despite the

crisis

Committed not only to the company,
but also to the nation’s economy

Swims against 
the current on occasion

Functional Reputation

Social Reputation

Expressive Reputation
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Successful reputation management
means…

❙ In the functional dimension
❙ To serve the objectives of the company in a competent and successful way
❙ … and to do so over the long term – and not short-sightedly!

❙ In the social dimension
❙ To observe ethical and social standards
❙ … and not only when the license to operate is about to be withdrawn!

❙ In the expressive dimension
❙ To stand out sharply from the competition with a distinctive profile
❙ … and that means not to follow every market trend in an opportunistic 

fashion!
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Overview

❙ PART 1: Trust and reputation
❙ PART 2: Reputation effects of the global economic crisis
❙ PART 3: Conclusion
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The global economic crisis changes the 
reputation rankings

“Small over big", "regional over global" and "low-risk over bubble 
economy" are the most important reputation drivers

Swiss national survey
May 2009
© fög/GfK Switzerland
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Large banks before the economic crisis

❙ Before the crisis the large banks belonged to the club of the 
world’s most reputable companies

❙ The large banks were a symbol for the successful rise of 
global players who had conquered the international markets
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Large banks during the economic crisis

❙ In the crisis, the success of many large banks turned out to 
be illusory:
They built their future on toxic financial products

❙ The reputation of many large banks was “too good”. A gulf 
arose between their reputation and their actual situation – a 
gap between appearance and reality
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Small banks before & during the crisis

Small banks defy the financial 
crisis

❙ Small banks were largely ignored before the crisis; their 
reputation was “wishy-washy” and undervalued

❙ It took the crisis for the general public to discover the small 
banks as companies with a sustainable business policy 
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Media reputation of the big banks
(2005-2009)

❙ The first signs of an upturn can be seen; BUT have the banks really “learned 
their lessons”, changed their “realities”?

❙ But also: How sustained are the reputation gains of the crisis winners?

The fat years… The crisis… The upturn?
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Learning from the financial crisis –
reputation problems and their solution

❙ Large banks: The corporate reality is the cause of the current 
reputation problem

❙ In this case, reputation management means…
❙ Corporate realities must be changed; business models and 

strategies have to be adapted
❙ Communication alone cannot achieve much in this case
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Learning from the financial crisis –
reputation problems and measures

❙ Small banks: The communicative environment, deficient 
perceptions were the cause of the past reputation problem

❙ In this case, reputation management means…
❙ Communication: there is a need for explanation and 

persuasion
❙ The corporate reality must under no circumstances be adapted 

to the prevailing climate of opinion in an opportunistic manner!
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❙ PART 1: Trust and reputation
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❙ PART 3: Conclusions
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Conclusions I

❙ Reputation management cannot be reduced to mere communication. 
The corporate realities must in many cases be changed!

❙ From the large banks we learn that:
❙ Sometimes a “good” reputation is not justified. The perception is 

better than the actual situation warrants.
❙ In this case it would be necessary – but unfortunately unrealistic 

– to prepare a soft landing:  the time should be used to change 
the corporate reality.



|  13. November 2009  |  Mark Eisenegger22

Conclusions II

❙ From the small banks we learn that:
❙ Sometimes a reputation deficit is not justified. Communication 

must then be applied to influence external perceptions.
❙ Communication cannot always be used to correct adverse 

external perceptions, specifically when the dominant thought 
climate does not permit it.

❙ Reputation management may also mean to sometimes accept a 
reputation deficit for a while in order to remain true to one’s own 
profile despite contrary trends.



|  13. November 2009  |  Mark Eisenegger23

Dr. Mark Eisenegger
fög – Center for Research on the Public Sphere and Society
University of Zurich 
Andreasstr. 15 
CH-8050 Zurich, Switzerland 

E-mail: mark.eisenegger@foeg.uzh.ch
Tel.: +41 (0)44 635 21 23 
http://www.foeg.unizh.ch 
http://www.reputation-centre.org


