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ABSTRACT 

The internet has become one of the most powerful communication tools. Therefore, 

much has been written over the past few years about the rise and use of online 

communication, but there is still very limited research on the use of online 

communication by Generation Y members and corporations in an African context. 

Consequently, the internet has become one of the most powerful communication tool. 

This has led to the evolutions of the public relations discipline in keeping up with 

trends, embracing new opportunities and using diverse and effective communication 

mediums to engage with different stakeholders. This dissertation determines the 

contribution of online corporate communication to brand reputation amongst 

Generation Y members in the Vaal Region and the effect it can have on the perceived 

reputation of an organisation.  This was done though ascertaining ways in which 

Generation Y in the Vaal Region (Evaton, Sebokeng and Vanderbijlpark) uses different 

online corporate communicate tools to engage with brands. This quantitative study 

used a cross-sectional descriptive research approach. Two hundred questionnaires 

that comprised of three sections namely: (1) demographics and sources of information, 

(2) online communication behaviour and (3) online reputation management were 

distributed amongst Generation Y members in the Vaal Region. The respondents were 

between the ages of 18-35, descriptive statistics such as frequencies, the mean, 

medium and the mode, factor analysis, t-tests and ANOVA were used to analyse the 

data obtained from the respondents.  

From the results it is evident that the growth of the internet and the development of 

smartphones, iPads and tablets have drastically changed the way people 

communicate, especially Generation Y members, thus leading brands to actively 

operate online. Social networking sites like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and 

YouTube have taken over the technological aspect of two way interaction between 

customers and brands thereby influencing an organisation’s reputation. In as much as 

online communication has brought about change to the public relations discipline it 

has a detrimental impact on a company’s reputation if not managed properly. 

Therefore, companies that use online communication and those that do not use online 

communication should be aware of Generation Y’s online brand engagement, 

behaviour and expectation as this will have an effect on the organisations reputation 

when engaging with members from this group.  
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CHAPTER 1  

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The advancement in technology has opened a new communication environment for 

individuals and organisations, especially those that cater for Generation Y members. 

The evolution of the internet and the production of smartphones, tablets and iPads has 

changed the way people communicate, work and gather information, while at the same 

time allowing for disengagement and unfollowing of those that do not gratify for their 

needs. However, these changes are associated with the increased global access to 

information hence Generation Y is said to be more environmentally, globally and 

socially aware of just about anything (Heaney 2007:241), including brands. Moreover, 

these changes also have effect on how organisations communicate with stakeholders 

using online communication tools.  

Generation Y members (between the ages of eighteen and thirty five), in general, have 

found that online communication actually allows them to have a sense of belonging 

and keep them abreast of the latest information about brands of their choice (Andzulis, 

Panagopoulos & Rapp 2013:305). Now, almost anyone with a broadband Internet 

connection or a smartphone can share ideas, data, and opinions with just about 

anyone else on the planet (O’Connor 2013:470). However, beyond simply using digital 

technology for updating pictures and posting status updates, Generation Y members 

search, share and engage with brands on social networks like Facebook and Twitter  

thus profoundly changing the way information can be shared online. The current 

research focused on determining how online corporate communication contributes to 

brand reputation among generation Y consumers in the Vaal Region. 

1.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Members of Generation Y have grown up surrounded by computers and the Internet. 

This generation has been exposed to brands from birth, and is described as brand 

conscious. Therefore, how organisations communicate with Generation Y consumers 

through the use of online communication is important. At an organisational level, 

however, firms have been slower to adapt to current digital technologies but are 
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quickly seeing the potential that different media platforms can have  on a company’s 

reputation (O’Connor 2013:470).  

Reputation comprises a holistic evaluation of the organisation’s image, framed by the 

stakeholder’s personal values. More specifically, corporate reputation comprises a 

global perception of the organisation’s behaviour based on stakeholders’ expectations 

(Neville, Bell & Menguc 2005:1191). It is then important that corporate communication 

is viewed more broadly and seen as a function that cuts through and involves the 

whole organisation, comprising both internal and external communication, which will 

have an effect on a company’s reputation. 

This study was based on the theoretical framework of resource dependence theory 

and dialogical theory. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) argue that resource dependence 

theory characterises the corporation as an open system dependent on contingencies 

in the external environment; they state, furthermore, that “to understand the behaviour 

of an organisation one must be able to understand the context of that behaviour”, that 

is, the ecology of the organisation.  

The dialogical theory of Kent and Taylor holds the view that organisations and the 

public are inextricably tied together. The theory’s main idea is that there should be 

dialogue, not only to understand the position of others, but to empathise with them 

(Anderson 1994:93). According to Kent and Taylor (2002:4), participants in a dialogue 

should be viewed as persons and not as objects, thereby putting more emphasis on 

the idea of a dialogue being conducted in a spirit of mutual equality. Discussants are 

not to manipulate or otherwise control the flow or direction of the conversation. 

1.3 RATIONALE AND MOTIVATION  

Because of the growing importance of Generation Y as a consumer force, it is essential 

to understand how its members engage with brands using online communication. In 

line with the definition of corporate communication used in this study, organisations 

have to adapt their communication methods, including online corporate 

communication, in order manage their reputation.  

The main purpose of this study was to investigate how Generation Y consumers in the 

Vaal region perceive the contribution of online corporate communication to corporate 

brand reputation. 
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1.4 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION 

1.4.1 Online communication 

The term online communication refers to reading, writing, and communication via 

networked computers. It encompasses synchronous computer-mediated 

communication (whereby people communicate in real time via chat or discussion 

software with all participants at their computers at the same time), asynchronous 

computer-mediated communication (whereby people communicate in a delayed 

fashion by computer, using programs such as e-mail), and the reading and writing of 

online documents via the World Wide Web (Warschauer 2001:207). 

1.4.2 Corporate communication  

Corporate communication is the discipline that looks after reputation with the aim of 

earning understanding and support and influencing opinion and behaviour. It is the 

planned and sustained effort to establish and maintain goodwill and mutual 

understanding between an organisation and its publics (CIPR 2014). 

1.4.3 Online corporate communication 

Online corporate communication refers to the dimension of corporate communication 

that utilises online communication channels. 

1.4.4 Reputation 

Reputation is “the overall estimation in which a particular company is held by its 

various constituents” (Fombrun & Van Riel 2004:241). 

1.4.5 Reputation management 

Reputation management is the practice of attempting to shape public perceptions of a 

person or organisation by influencing information about that entity. Reputation 

management is the active monitoring of the Internet reputation of an individual, a 

business or a brand (Fombrun & Van Riel 2004:241).  
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1.4.6 Generation Y 

Generation Y members, also known as Millennials, were born between the late 1980s 

and the late 1990s. The group’s total number is similar in size to the Baby Boomer 

generation, at approximately 80 million individuals (Bolton, Parasurman & Hoefnagels 

2013:250).  

1.4.7 Corporate Brand   

Corporate brand seeks to link the name of the corporation with the overall advertising 

efforts in the mind of the consumer (Balmer & Gray 2003:972). Corporate brand 

encompasses a name and the perceived qualities or personality that is attached to it 

(Theaker 2008: 310). 

1.4.8 Brand 

A brand is a company’s way “of adding value and giving its products or service an 

individuality that sets it apart from the rest” (Roper & Fill 2012: 108). 

1.5 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Generation Y is a unique and influential consumer group, born during the time of 

computers and the Internet, whose behaviour is often discussed, but not fully 

understood. Because Generation Y members can instantly change their perception 

about a specific company based on what is said on the Internet, it is essential that 

corporate reputation is systematically and purposefully managed (Smaiziene & 

Juceviciul 2013:45). “Good reputations are rewarded in various ways: investors ... bid 

up the price of the company’s market share, customers pay premium prices for the 

products of reputable companies and employees are happy to work for reputable 

companies” (Davis 2007:9). 

Although a number of studies on Generation Y have been conducted globally, the 

studies on Generation Y in South Africa are limited. Understanding how Generation Y 

consumers use online corporate communication to engage with brands and how this 

information influences their perceptions of the corporate reputation of organisations is 

essential for effective reputation management. 

Thus, online communication management should be seen as an ongoing reputation 

management process. In order to manage its reputation effectively, the organisation 
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needs to understand how the consumers, including Generation Y consumers, engage 

with brands online. 

1.6 STUDY AIM AND OBJECTIVES 

The purpose of this study was to determine how Generation Y in the Vaal region uses 

online corporate communication to engage with the brands, and the effect that online 

communication can have on their perception of the reputation of organisations. 

During the study, the following research questions were answered: 

 How do Generation Y members in the Vaal region use online sources in 

order to engage in dialogue with brands? 

 How do online corporate communication sources influence Generation Y 

consumers’ perceptions of organisational reputation in the Vaal region? 

 Which factors of corporate reputation management are important to 

Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region? 

1.6.1 Theoretical objectives   

The theoretical objectives of the study were to: 

 conduct a literature review on online corporate communication in order to 

establish the state of current knowledge on the use of online communication 

by organisations; 

 conduct a literature review on Generation Y members, their media habits 

and how they engage with brands; and 

 conduct a literature review on current approaches and models of reputation 

management in order to operationalise the concept of reputation for the 

purpose of questionnaire construction.  

1.6.2 Empirical objectives 

 to ascertain the ways in which Generation Y in Vaal region uses the online 

corporate communication to engage with the brands; 

 to determine how the online corporate communication sources influence 

Generation Y consumers’ perceptions of organisational reputation in the 

Vaal region; and 
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 to identify which factors of corporate reputation management are important 

to Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region. 

1.7 METHODOLOGY 

This quantitative study used a descriptive research approach in order to portray an 

accurate profile of the research study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2003:97). The 

survey research design was used. Surveys allow a large amount of data to be collected 

from the population. The data are standardised and allow for easy comparison. A 

survey design provides a quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes, or 

opinions of a population by studying a sample of that population (Creswell 2014:155). 

A survey can also be used to collect qualitative data. This research study made use 

of quantitative data. 

1.7.1 Study population  

According to Groves, Floyd, Flower, Mick, James, Lepkowski, Singer and Tourangeau 

(2004:68) a study population is all about the species, persons or objects being extant 

at a certain place and time, and holding a specific characteristic. For the purpose of 

this study, the targeted population were individuals belonging to Generation Y in the 

Vaal region. According to Statistics South Africa (2013), the Emfuleni municipality, 

which is an administrative division overlapping with what is referred to traditionally as 

the Vaal region, has approximately 258 000 inhabitants aged 15 to 35. For the purpose 

of this study, only adult respondents aged 18–35 were selected. 

Table 1.1: Number of people in the Vaal region aged 18 to 35 

AREA GENDER TOTAL 

 MALE FEMALE  

Vanderbijlpark 15 693 15 684 31 377 

Sebokeng 36 582 35 265 71 847 

Evaton 21 312 21 912 43 224 

Total   146 448 

Source: Statistics South Africa (2013) 



7 
 

1.7.2 Sampling techniques 

As there is no sampling frame from which the population can be selected, and because 

there is no available register of those members of the population who are regular users 

of the Internet, purposive sampling is used. According to Denscombe (2010:34), 

purposive sampling can be used as a way of getting the best information by selecting 

people most likely to have experience to provide important information and valuable 

insight on the research topic. The researcher used purposive sampling in order to 

select the respondents who use the Internet and who are in the specified age category 

of 18–35 years. 

According to Krejcie and Morgan (1970), the recommended sample size for a 

population (N) of 1 000 000 is 384 (n). However, since the researcher used purposive 

sampling the results cannot be generalised to the population; therefore, for practical 

purposes, the researcher collected 200 questionnaires from individuals between 18 

and 35 years old from the Vaal region. University of technology, colleges, employees 

of various businesses as well as those who are unemployed who comply with the 

sampling criteria were approached in Vanderbijlpark, Sebokeng and Evaton. The 

researcher collected data until the required number of responses was achieved. The 

researcher collected data personally in order to increase the response rate. 

1.7.3 Pilot study  

A pilot study was conducted on ten college and ten University of Technology students 

in Vanderbijlpark. Therefore a total of twenty respondents were selected to participate 

in the pilot study. The main reason for conducting the pilot study was to ensure that 

the construction of the questions were understood by the respondents and that of the 

questionnaire is valid and reliable. From the pilot study, minor adjustments were made, 

such as changing from a yes or no answer to a four point scale in one of the questions. 

1.7.4 Data collection 

The questionnaire was developed through the use of different material such as text 

books, journal articles, and a conceptual framework developed in the literature of this 

study and the reputation institute (RepTrack) model by Fombrun and Van Riel. This 

model of reputation was founded in 2005-2006 and helps in measuring reputation 

within organisations. Therefore the reputation management model and the conceptual 
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framework aided as references in the development and design of the questionnaire. 

Collis and Hussey (2009:198) state that in order to construct a questionnaire, a 

conceptual framework needs to be developed from the literature review. Data was 

then collected through questionnaires. A questionnaire is a “list of carefully structured 

questions which have been chosen after considerable testing with a view to eliciting 

reliable responses from a particular group of people” (Collis & Hussey 2009:192). 

According to Goddard and Melville (2001:46), questionnaires are a reliable instrument 

for measuring people’s attitudes but require careful planning. The questionnaire 

comprised three sections which are as follows: 

Section I: Demographics and sources of information 

This section included demographic information such as gender, age, occupation and 

sources used to access information about different brands. This section comprised of 

closed-ended questions   

Section II: Online communication behaviour 

Section II consists of seven sub-sections and the questions in theses sections were 

constructed in order to have an understanding on Generation Y’s online 

communication behaviour. Respondents were requested via a three point and four 

point interval scale. The three point scale had Never (1) at the one pole, Sometimes 

(2) and often (3) at the other pole. The four point scale had Strongly Disagree (1), 

Disagree (2), Agree (3) and Strongly Disagree (4). 

Section III: Online reputation management 

This section contained 21 items which probed the perceptions of respondents about 

online reputation management. The items were presented on a four-point scale where 

1 was strongly disagree and 4 was strongly agree. 

1.7.5 Reliability and validity 

Reliability focuses on the consistency and stability of a measurement; unreliable 

measurements will therefore not in any way help the researcher in achieving his or her 

objectives (Keyton 2010:105). Cronbach Alpha was used to ensure relatability. 

Research validity is the extent to which a measurement instrument measures what it 

is intended to measure (Leedy & Ormrod 2010:28). The researcher based the 
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questionnaire on Fombrun and Van Riel’s model of reputation which was founded in 

2005-2006, which helps in measuring reputation within organisations 

1.8 DATA ANALYSIS 

Questionnaires were used as a technique to gather data and in this regard, descriptive 

statistics were used to analyse quantitative data. Data for this study was, however, 

collected and captured by the researcher and processed by a statistician, while the 

interpretation of the results were made by the researcher. Descriptive statistics such 

as frequencies, the mean, median and mode, factor analysis and t-test and ANOVA 

were used to analyse the data obtained from the participants.  

Frequency tables  

The researcher made use of frequency tables and graphs to display a summarised 

description of the variables which were provided in certain sections of the structured 

questionnaire. 

Factor analysis  

There are numerous techniques and terms associated with factor analysis and terms 

such as Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and rotation of data techniques such as 

Varimax rotation are frequently used. Factor analysis is a data reduction technique 

used with interval data. Field (2009:628) writes that factor analysis can be used to 

reduce a data set to a more manageable size while retaining as much of the original 

information as possible. For example, the researcher used a questionnaire where 

Section D contained 13 items that probed the perceptions of respondents as to how 

often they made use of online sites to access the preferred brand related content using 

a three point scale where 1 was never and 3 was often. This will further be elaborated 

on in Chapter 3. 

Anova 

McDaniel’s and Gates (2002:531) describe the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

as a test used to determine whether or not there are any significant differences 

between the means of three or more independent groups. In this study ANOVA was 

used to investigate possible associations between the dependent variables (factors) 

and the independent variables. As factors (dependent variables) in Sections II (F & D) 
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and Section III (J) applied to all respondents they were analysed first to see if possible 

significant associations were present with the independent variables in Section A.  

Exploring difference between two groups 

When investigating whether one group of respondents (for example males) differs 

statistically significantly from another group (for example females) then t-tests can be 

utilised. T-tests are suitable when one has interval scaled data with a normal 

distribution of scores (Pallant 2007:103). Independent t-tests are utilised when one 

has two different (independent) groups of people (such as males and females). SPSS 

makes use of Levene’s test to check the equality of variances. 

Exploring differences among three or more groups  

When one is interested in exploring the difference in mean scores between more than 

two groups one can make use of an analysis of variance (ANOVA). One-way analysis 

of variance involves one dependent variable, which has a mean score on a number of 

different levels. These levels correspond to different groups or conditions. For 

example, in comparing the mean scores of three different educational qualification 

groups against the factor of how often respondents make use of online sites to access 

brand related products, the dependent variable is the continuous variable of how often 

respondents utilise online sites and its mean score is found for each of groups involved 

(Pallant 2007:242).  

Correlations  

Correlations are used to describe the strength and direction of the linear relationship 

between two variables (Pallant 2007:126). For parametric data the Pearson product-

moment coefficient (r) is designed for interval or continuous variables. The Pearson 

correlation can take on values from -1 to +1. The sign in front indicates whether there 

is a positive correlation, meaning that as one variable increases so too does the other, 

or a negative one, which means as the one increases so the other decreases. The 

size of the absolute value (ignoring the sign) provides an indication of the strength of 

the relationship (Pallant 2007:126). All of this will further be elaborated on in Chapter 

3. 
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1.9 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Participation was voluntary and the anonymity of the respondents was upheld. Only 

adult respondents were asked to participate in the study. Representatives of 

Generation Y below the age of 18 were excluded from the study. 

1.10 CHAPTER OUTLINE  

Chapter 1: Introduction and background to the study. This chapter focused on the 

introduction and background of the study, and includes an outline of the problem 

statement. The research methodology was briefly outlined. 

Chapter 2: Conceptual framework and literature review. This chapter centred 

primarily on a review of the literature dealing with the concepts of online 

communication, corporate communication, Generation Y, brand engagement and 

reputation management. The theoretical framework of the study is discussed.  

Chapter 3: Research methodology. This chapter focused on explaining the research 

methodology employed in this study. The research design, study population, sampling 

procedure and data collection procedure are discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 4: Data analysis and interpretation of results. In this chapter, data obtained 

from the research is presented. The data is interpreted and findings of the study 

discussed. 

Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations. This chapter presents the 

recommendations in relation to the research objectives. Based on the results of the 

study, recommendations are made and conclusions drawn. 
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The success of any modern business today depends increasingly on what customers 

and stakeholders think about the company and what it is doing. This has given added 

impetus and importance to the role of corporate communications (Malmelin 2007:298). 

According to Christensen and Cornelissen (2011:386), corporate communication is 

regarded as a discipline in its own right, that is, as a discipline with a distinct rationale 

and ambition. In this capacity, corporate communication is highly significant for the 

broad field of organisational communication. Companies communicate their chosen 

messages, through advertising, public relations, their website, logo, media tie-ins, 

sponsorships and all the other devices of modern corporate communication, state 

Bunting and Lipski (2001:181). 

Malmelin (2007:300) further stated that a key resource for future businesses will be 

communication. According to Verwey and Cilliers (2003:3), successful strategic 

management of communication means that communication must not only be viewed 

as a tool set, but as a strategic process that is linked to all levels of organisational 

functioning, thereby impacting on the ability of the organisation to achieve its goals as 

well as long-term sustainability. Over time, digital media has evolved, especially the 

use of the internet by Generation Y members. 

Business success depends more directly on organisational communications and its 

effectiveness. Organisations then need specific resources to survive; some are 

tangible such as material whereas some are intangible such as reputation, therefore 

the resource dependence theory and the dialogue theory were both used as 

theoretical foundations of this study. In particular, Generation Y stakeholder expects 

not only to be receiving communication about their favourite brands but are keen to 

engage in dialogue. For that reason the dialogue theory will also be used as a 

theoretical foundation of this research. 

2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

The following elements are represented in the framework, the resource dependence 

theory and the dialogical theory of public relations.  
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2.2.1 Resource dependence theory 

Developed by Pfeffer and Salancik in 1978, the theory’s central focus is that 

organisational survival depends on the ability to acquire essential resources from the 

external environment. It was constructed at a time when organisations needed to deal 

with external problems and how also they attempted to manage these environments 

to make them more conducive for their operations (Smith & Hitt 2005:433). The 

resource dependency theory, therefore, suggests that organisations should vary in 

their dependency on external publics and their environment in order to achieve their 

set goals (McAllister & Kent 2009:222). 

In order to reduce uncertainty in the flow of needed resources, organisations will try to 

restructure their dependencies with a variety of tactics. Resource dependence theory 

thus provides predictions about a wide range of actions that organisations take in 

response to resource dependencies (Casciaro & Piskorski 2005:168). 

The resource dependence theory is supported by the notion that resources are 

essential elements that have an influence on an organisation’s success and that 

access and control over resources is a basis of power for an organisation’s survival 

(Hillman, Withers & Collins 2009:470). An organisation’s attempt is to reduce others’ 

power over them, often attempting to increase their own power over others. Pfeffer 

(1987:26-27). It is important, therefore, for organisations to be aware of the tangible 

resources such as money, materials and employees and also the intangible resources 

such as goodwill, reputation and brand loyalty that play a major role in the survival of 

an organisation. Resources are often measured by organisations not in the control of 

the organisation needing them, meaning that strategies must be carefully considered 

in order to maintain easy access to resources. The resources available within an 

organisation directly affect their ability to achieve goals and may even affect their 

survival (Pfeffer 1982). 

Furthermore, resource dependence theory also argues that in situations of uncertainty, 

one strategy is to put representatives of competitors, key suppliers or customers on 

the board as a means of co-optation. Co-optation in this regard will entail the company 

using corporate communication as a strategy to effectively assimilate key suppliers 

and customers in working hand in hand with the company.  Public relations 

researchers undertake a resource dependency model when they hypothesize about 
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the organisation (Kent, Taylor & White 2003:68). The excellence theory in public 

relations and communication management developed by Grunig, Grunig and Ehling 

(1992: 68-69) referred to the work of Pfefer and Slancik (1978). In their view, the 

interdependence between organisations and their stakeholders requires that 

organisations manage their relationships with stakeholders in order to remove possible 

constraints on achieving the organisational goals (Grunig et al 1992: 67). Much of the 

responsibility for the managing relationships lies on “boundary spanning,” functions 

such as public relations and corporate communication. 

According to Grunig and Hunt 1984:139 and Pfeffer and Salancik 1978:52, 

stakeholders should be thoroughly and carefully examined with weights assigned to 

them to indicate their influence on the organisation. This means that organisations 

should make sure that they proactively plan ongoing programmes with the 

stakeholders they see as important strategically so as to limit consequences. Kent et 

al. (2003:72) are of the notion that the resource dependency model could also be 

extended to Internet-mediated relationships, with the argument that organisations that 

appear more dialogic are more understanding and therefore enable the 

communication process to be better. The internet-mediated relationship will entail 

having an ongoing two-way communication between the organisation and the public, 

which should be managed accordingly. 

2.2.2 The dialogical theory of public relations 

The basic assumption of dialogical theory, according to Kent and Taylor (2002:23), is 

that organisations and the public are inseparably tied together. According to Anderson 

(1994:93), the main idea that emerges from the theory is that there should be a 

dialogue between two parties, which means understanding the position of others whilst 

also aiming at helping them. 

“Human dialogue does not just happen neither can dialogue be planned, pronounced 

or willed.  Where we find dialogue we find people who are open to it.  Dialogue is a 

dimension of communication quality that keeps communicators more focused on 

mutuality and relationships than on self-interest, more concerned with discovering than 

disclosing more interested in access than domination” (Anderson 1994:95). 

It is highly important for organisations to practice public relations by using all means 

of corporate communication to the best of their ability including the Internet and web 
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based media.  As it has been said that dialogue involves creating a climate in which 

others are not only encouraged to participate by engaging in two-way communication 

but their participation is also greatly facilitated (Kent & Taylor 2002:27).  Dialogue is 

honest and forthright; it involves revealing one’s position in spite of the possible value 

that deception or nondisclosure might have.  

In essence, building and maintaining relationships with the internal and external 

stakeholders is of utmost importance to the survival of an organisation hence holistic 

communication is implemented. According to Kent and Taylor (2002:23), many 

authors have argued that Grunig’s 1992 concept of public relations as ‘building 

relationships with publics that constrain or enhance the ability of the organisation to 

meet its mission’ was significant in shifting the emphasis in public relations from 

managing publics and public opinion to a new emphasis on building, nurturing and 

maintaining relationships.   

It can then be said that dialogue is not a process of steps. Rather, it is a product of on-

going communication and relationships with different stakeholders that should be 

maintained and managed properly (Kent & Taylor 2002:24). Although many 

organisations can benefit from dialogue they must also be aware that dialogue 

changes the nature of the organisation by enlisting emphasis on the relationship with 

its publics. However, dialogue cannot make an organisation behave honestly or force 

organisations to respond to publics. Organisations must willingly make dialogic 

commitments to publics (Kent & Taylor 2002:24). 

Kent and Taylor (2002:25) identified the essential characteristics of dialogue. These 

important characteristics and elements of the dialogue theory which include: mutuality, 

collaboration, spirit of equality, engagement, empathy, supportiveness, confirmation, 

risk, vulnerability, commitment, and genuineness, among others.  One can than say 

that dialogue can result in greater organisational rewards in many forms such as 

increased public support, enhanced reputation and increased public satisfaction  

Gunson and Collins (1997:280) stated that just because an organisation and its publics 

create dialogical communication methods or mediums does not imply that they are 

behaving dialogically. Therefore if one partner disrupts the dialogic process through 

any form of manipulation, disconfirmation, or exclusion, then the end result will not be 

dialogic, since there has been a communication break-down by one of the parties. 
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The concept of dialogue is related to the concept of two-way communication often 

cited in public relations literature (Stacks & Watson 2008, Huang 2008, Brown 2010). 

Grunig and Grunig (1992:305) referred to two types of two-way communication. 

Asymmetrical two-way communication entails using research in order to persuade the 

publics to the organisational point of view, while symmetrical two-way communication 

involves applying research in order to facilitate the understanding between the 

stakeholders and the organisation (Grunig & Grunig 1992:289). The construct of two-

way symmetrical communication, although frequently criticised in the literature (Brown 

2010: 282-290) can be seen as a precursor of dialogical theory of public relations.   

2.3 CORPORATE COMMUNICATION   

According to Malmelin (2007:298), the word ‘communication’ originates from the Latin 

communictio, which has two major significations: (a) making common, imparting; and 

(b) taking one’s audience into one’s confidence. Communication competence is set to 

become a critical success factor for businesses in the future, but this requires a broad 

understanding of communications.  

It is important that communication is viewed more broadly and seen as a function that 

cuts through and involves the whole organisation, as comprising both internal 

communications within the organisation and communications with stakeholders and 

other groups outside the organisation. Corporate communication collectively refers to 

the communication processes that are meant for corporate or business purpose 

(Manohar 2011:322). Christensen, Morsing and Cheney (2008:2) define corporate 

communication as “… a management function that offers a framework and vocabulary 

for the effective coordination of all means of communication with the overall purpose 

of establishing and maintaining favourable reputations with stakeholder groups upon 

which organisation is dependent”. Although they recognise that corporate 

communication comprises of diverse but increasingly converging fields such as 

marketing communication, public affairs, financial relations, labour relations, employee 

communication and crisis communication (Christensen et al. 2008:19) they also note 

that most of these activities fall under the responsibility of public relations 

professionals, so much so that corporate communication and public relations are seen 

as synonyms (Christensen et al 2008:20). In this study, therefore, the concept of 

corporate communication and public relations will be applied interchangeably.  



17 
 

Corporate communication functions as a specific way of thinking that pervades and 

shapes many different types of organisations and corporate communication, as a 

consequence, is highly relevant to the field of organisational communication, even 

though it is often driven by other disciplinary concerns (Christensen & Cornelissen 

2011:383). It is evident that corporate communications has become a multi-disciplinary 

vision that involves the expertise and practice of multiple communication disciplines. 

This includes the dissemination of information to relevant internal and external 

stakeholders aimed at creating a favourable relationship with their potential customers 

(Van Riel & Fombrun 2007:25). The character and personality of this discipline thus is 

shaped by a number of diverse perspectives that adds to overall influence and 

attention, especially organisational communication. 

Yamauchi (2001:132) states that corporate communication is the act of effectively 

conveying to a company's stakeholders the corporate philosophy that the company 

regards as the ultimate expression of its corporate culture. As a synonym for corporate 

communication, a public relations definition adopted by PRISA states that ‘public 

relations is the management through communication of perception and strategic 

relationship between an organisation and its internal and external stakeholders’. The 

role of public relations is to help with the dissemination of information to the customer 

by means of communication using both traditional and new media as it is important for 

a company to keep up with the digital trends. Manohar (2011:2) further states that 

corporate communication is an essential aspect of communication, which needs to be 

studied and put to use in corporate organisations for greater efficiency of work. 

Cutlip, Center and Broom (1994) presented seven useful guidelines for effective 

communication which are:  

Credibility: Communication starts with a climate of belief. This climate is built by 

performance on the part of the institution, reflecting an earnest desire to serve the 

receiver. The receiver must have confidence in the sender and a high regard for the 

source’s competence on the subject. 

Context: A communication programme must square with the realities of its 

environment. Mechanical media are supplementary to the words and deeds that occur 

in daily living. The context must provide for participation and playback. It must confirm, 

not contradict, the message.  
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Content: The message must have meaning for the receiver, and it must be compatible 

with his or her value system. It must be relevant to the receiver’s situation. In general, 

people select those items of information that promise them the greatest rewards. The 

content determines the audience. 

Clarity: The message must be put in simple terms. Words must mean the same to the 

receiver as to the sender. Complex issues must be compressed into simple, clear 

themes, slogans or stereotypes. The further a message has to travel, the simpler it 

must be. An institution must speak with one voice, not many voices. 

Continuity and consistency: Communication is a never ending process. It requires 

repetition to achieve penetration. Repetition with variation contributes to both factual 

and attitudinal learning. The story must be consistent. 

Channels: Established channels of communication should be used, channels used 

and respected by the receiver. Creating new channels is difficult. Different channels 

are used for reaching different target audiences. People associate different values with 

the many channels of communication and this too must be kept in mind. 

Capability of the audience: Communication must take into account the capability of the 

audience. Communication is most effective when it requires the least effort on the part 

of the recipient. This involves factors such as availability, habits, reading ability and 

receivers’ knowledge. 

2.3.1 The importance of corporate communication 

Corporate communication goes far beyond the narrow managerial interests. This 

entails that success of a business depends directly on communications, on interaction 

with customers, sponsors, partners and other stakeholders (Malmelin 2007:298). The 

most important attribute of corporate communication is to establish and maintain a 

favourable reputation amongst all stakeholders, especially Generation Y stakeholders 

Dowling (2006:64). The researcher is of the notion, therefore, that Generation Y 

stakeholders are important, as explained in chapter one since their way of 

communication is different from that of previous generations. Clearly, organisations 

are concerned that without coherence, integration, or consistency, their messages can 

be misunderstood and their audiences get conflicting or inconsistent meanings which, 

in the end may cause confusion and distrust in what the organisation offers and stands 

for.   
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Corporate communication assists the organisation to adapt to its environment by 

achieving a balance between commercial imperative and socially acceptable 

behaviour; identifying and managing stakeholders and issues, as well as the public or 

activists that emerge around issues; and building relationships through communication 

with those on whom the organisation depends to meet its economic and socio-

politically goals (Steyn 2004:183). Organisations need to take a long term approach 

to reputation and effective communication, which will involve having precise corporate 

communication strategies (Balmer 2009:544).  

2.3.2 Corporate communication strategy 

Corporate communication and strategies used within an organisation are a basis on 

which stakeholders base their impression of an organisation (Bernstein (2009:604). 

According to Steyn and Puth (2000:52), corporate communication strategy is the 

framework for the strategic communication plan and the operational communication 

plans or programmes. Corporate communication strategies attempts to determine 

what the corporate communication function should be doing (communicating) in 

support of the enterprise and corporate strategies.  

Corporate communication strategy is conceptualised as a functional strategy, 

providing the vital link between the enterprise, corporate, business strategies and the 

corporate communication function. Corporate communication strategy is mainly 

derived from, and influenced by, the organisation’s enterprise strategy. 

Communication strategies often address what should be communicated, when it 

should be communicated, and how it should be communicated (Botan & Hazelton 

2009:143). 

2.3.3 The importance of corporate communication strategy 

The corporate communication strategy provides focus and direction for an 

organisation’s communication, building relationships with strategic stakeholders. 

Communication is the thinking, the logic behind practitioners’ actions, determining 

what should be communicated rather than how it should be communicated (Steyn 

2004:168). According to Steyn and Puth (2000:52), although the corporate 

communication industry acknowledges that strategy should be an integral part of its 

communication programmes, few practitioners seem to understand the meaning of 

strategy. The strategy and communications world, particularly the public relations’ one, 
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do not seem to go together. Corporate communication strategy is developed within the 

context of the organisation’s internal environment, but focuses on an assessment of 

the external environment.  

Steyn and Puth (2000:58) believe that corporate communication strategy makes the 

communication function relevant in the strategic management process by aligning 

communication goals to the organisational mission. Corporate communication 

strategies help in recognising the behaviours, attitudes and needs of different 

stakeholders that play a major role in the functioning of an organisation. Therefore a 

sum of what a company says and does has an effects on the stakeholders, either 

positively or negatively. According to Parum (2006:559), it is important that the needs 

of the stakeholders are taken as a priority. Stakeholders in this instance are individuals 

or groups who have an impact and are also influenced by the actions, decisions, 

policies, activities and corporate communications strategies implemented by an 

organisation.  

2.3.4 Stakeholders  

Before the development of the stakeholder theory, the traditional view of a company 

was that the shareholders are the owners of the company and therefore the company 

needed to put their communication needs first so as to increase value for them. 

However, in 1984 Freeman, the founding father of the stakeholder theory, argued that 

there are other parties involved in the functions of the organisation, for example, 

customers, suppliers, employees and trade unions.   

According to Phillips, Freeman and Wicks (2003:26), the stakeholder theory is unique 

because it addresses principles and messages clearly as a central feature of 

managing organisations and the manner in which organisations communicates with 

their stakeholders. Stakeholders are people who have an interest in the functioning of 

an organisation. They may have invested money in it or they may need the product of 

the organisation for their own business (Botha, Chaka, Du Plessis, Krause, Rawjee, 

Porthen, Veerasamy & Wright 2011:27). This means that stakeholders are the people 

influencing the organisation and are also influenced by the organisation.   

With the fast growing digital landscape, a variety of stakeholders such as customers, 

employees and the media are developing messages and content as well as serving 

as spectators on different media platforms (McCorkindale & Distaso 2011:40). 
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Stakeholders can create messages quickly and effectively using the internet to 

communicate between themselves and organisations or brands of their choice 

(Theaker 2008:56). Stakeholders must be taken very seriously by the organisation 

with their messages consistently monitored, bearing in mind that whatever is 

disseminated on the internet will have an influence on an organisations reputation. 

As more and more stakeholders are using online communication, especially members 

of Generation Y, its impact on the functioning of an organisation has become stronger 

since information can be disseminated quickly (McCorkindale & Distaso 2011:40). The 

speed in information sharing then allows stakeholders to set up information resources 

and to galvanise people into action if they feel their concerns are not being addressed. 

Therefore it is important for organisations to constantly keep up with the latest 

technological trends and communication strategies used by Generation Y 

stakeholders, which will allow the organisation to communicate instantly and 

effectively with their stakeholders or publics.   

2.4 GENERATION Y 

Generation Y, is a concept that describes human beings born during the time of 

computers and the internet are said to be the first generation and largest stakeholder 

group to have spent their entire lives in the digital environment. From birth they have 

been surrounded by digital products driven by technology developments (Yarrow & 

O’Donnell 2009:83). It is by far the largest population group when compared to other 

generations today and constantly contributes, searches for information and interacts 

with brands on different social media platforms.  In order to communicate effectively 

with Generation Y it is important to understand who they are and what motivates them.  

Members of this group are said to be the first generation to have always lived in a 

digital world. A brief description of Generation Y has to be attributed to many of the 

members growing up with the computer, which has aided them in developing skills 

and knowledge, particularly for communication. These digital natives who are either 

students or relatively recent entrants to the work force are often described as 

technologically savvy and the most visually sophisticated of any generation (Palfrey & 

Gasser 2008:45).  
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2.4.1 Generation Y and online communication   

The use of online communication by Generation Y has made the role of public relations 

more flexible, focusing on tools such as news media, Blogs, Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram, and other forms of web content allows organisations to communicate with 

their target audience (Yarrow & O’Donnell 2009:10). In this highly competitive society 

Generation Y members that attach themselves to brands usually need to feel valued 

according to the lifestyle they lead. Brand advertisers regularly appeal to Generation 

Y’s need to feel appreciated to sell their products, for example, advertisements on 

different social media platforms urging individuals to use a particular brand (Steinberg 

2014:25).  Furthermore, the demand is usually not tied to the qualities of the brand but 

about how the individual will be viewed by others when they switch to another brand.  

Mangold and Faulds (2009:357-365) define social media as “wide arrange of online 

word of mouth forums including blogs, company sponsored discussion boards and 

chat rooms, consumer to consumer e-mails, consumer product or service ratings 

websites. Furthermore, other important social media platforms include internet 

discussions boards and forums, moblogs and social websites (such as Facebook and 

Twitter), to name but a few”. 

The communicating factors on the internet and blogsphere have become very 

fundamental in the general public, especially Generation Y, with two-thirds of the 

world’s internet population having visited a social networking or blogging site. The 

nature of social media makes them essential for public relations practitioners as they 

permit organisations to create conversations with audiences such as through 

Facebook, where the majority of businesses today have an active page.  With 31 

million likes in July 2011, Coke had the most popular Facebook pages. There were 

constant updates on Coke Facebook page with included videos, links and 

competitions, which allowed the company to communicate and have a dialogue with 

their stakeholders. Engaging in social media is beneficial for organisations since 38 

percent of active internet users think more positively about companies that maintain a 

corporate blog (Universal McCann 2008). 

In today’s world of high technology, Generation Y members have been persuaded by 

the internet vigorously and consistently. According to Steinberg (2013:21), brands 

have learned the value of using social media platforms, especially Facebook, Twitter 
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and Instagram to influence the publics buying behaviour. Social media platforms are 

flooded with persuasive messages on a daily basis by brands that are more focused 

on changing the publics buying behaviour by constant exposure to their goods and 

services. Therefore, if a company that caters for Generation Y does not enter a 

dialogue with this group it can have an effect on the image of the company and the 

brand at large since they would not know how they are perceived by the publics.   

Percentage of online adult who use the following social media websites, by year 

 

Figure 2.1: Social media sites 2012-2014 

Generation Y’s early exposure to technology can have a positive or negative impact 

on a brand. Online communication plays a major role in the functioning of any business 

or brand, thus if it is not managed properly it can have a detrimental impact on the 

brand with regards to its interaction with Generation Y using different social media 

platforms. Social media users, 18 to 33 years old, are more likely to prefer social media 

for interaction with friends, families and brands. (Bilton 2003:11).  

Generation Y’s social media use affects consumers’ identity formation, their 

expectations regarding service, formation of habits, engagement with brands and 

firms, participation in value co-creation, brand loyalty, purchase behaviour and lifetime 

value and, ultimately, the value of the firm (Bilton 2003:7). Social networks such as 

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter can boost a young people’s social capital because 

their identities are shaped by what they share about themselves and in turn what 

others share and say about them. 
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Based on the survey conducted by Mr Youth (2015) there are a few facts about the 

use of social media by Generation Y: 

 91% make their Foursquare and Facebook places check-ins public. 

 66% of Generation Y would check out stores that their friends had checked into. 

 71% said that they have liked a brand on Facebook in order to take advantage 

of an offer. 

 52% of Generation Y have over 300 friends on Facebook and the top 10% have 

over 1000. 

 40% check their Facebook more than 10 times per day. 

 76% spend more than 1 hour each day on Facebook. 

 58% said they used Twitter ‘all the time’. 

 

Table 2.1: South African social media statistics 

Social Network Users 

Facebook 11.8 million 

YouTube 7.2 million 

Twitter 6.6 million 

Mxit 4.9 million 

Linkedin 3.8 million 

Instagram 1.1 million 

Pinterest 840,000 

Source: BusinessTech 2015 

 

Based on the above findings, it can then be said that it is highly important that if you 

are a brand then you must make sure that you have a social media presence. New 

technology and mass media penetrates quickly and offers a lot of information, 

especially to Generation Y users as compared to traditional mass media. This is shown 

in the table below. 
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Table 2.2: World comparison of mass media audience penetration 

Mass Medium 
Years it took to reach 50 million 

users 

Radio 38 years 

TV 13 years 

Internet 4 years 

Ipod 3 years 

Facebook 2 years 

Source: Alberts (2010:1) 

2.4.2 Generation Y consumers 

Generation Y consumers have a very unique attitude towards brands. They have been 

raised in a time where just about everything is branded and therefore they are more 

comfortable with brands than previous generations and thus respond to them 

differently.  Corporate communication, therefore, gives rise to an organisation’s 

reputation as perceived by Generation Y members.  

Customer identification is a very significant but underutilised concept, especially in this 

ever-changing environment that regards the consumer as a very important component 

in an organisation. This concept of customer identification enables one to clarify the 

vital link between employees and their company, especially the relationship between 

customers and their favorite brands. The researcher is of the view that customer 

identification with a brand community will exert influence on brand-related purchase 

behaviours. 

It has been stated by Bhattacharya and Sen (2003:79) that when customers identify 

with the organisation that satisfy one or more of their key self-definitional needs, for 

example connection, uniqueness and enrichment, there will be a stronger bond or link 

between the company and the customer. The principal basis of the above statement 

is that people usually go beyond their personal identity to develop a social identity with 

the hope of expressing their sense of self. 

Companies are entwined with their own identity, image and reputation (Melewar & 

Karaosmanoglu 2006:849). This can be observed as any problem that affects any one 

of the above aspects causing a ripple effect and ending up affecting the overall 

business activities of the companies. Therefore, customers also have the need for self-
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definition and may express themselves through developing social identifying 

relationships. Products, services, brands, and companies are key components of an 

individual's social identity, and constitute valid targets for identification among relevant 

customers because of their roles in self-referral and self-definition (Underwood, Klein 

& Burke 2001:410).   

2.5 CORPORATE REPUTATION 

Building a good corporate reputation takes time and effort for all brands, including 

those that cater for Generation Y. This generation associates themselves with highly 

reputable brands, although if they perceive a brand to be poor in one area, research 

has shown that they typically believe that the company may be poor in other areas as 

well (Aula 2011:38). Brands must be aware that social media possesses a powerful 

threat to a company’s reputation if it not managed properly. According to Walsh 

(2002:38), corporate reputation is made or destroyed by Generation Y stakeholders 

who now have access to cheap and effective ways to do it. 

An organisation’s reputation is constantly influenced by ever-changing trends in the 

industry and also by the interactions with different stakeholders. The Chartered 

Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) perceives reputation as “a perception of 

the past actions and future behaviour viewed not in isolation but in the context of what 

others are doing in the marketplace.” Perceptions of an organisation can be created 

in different engagements with their internal and external stakeholders such as 

employees, the community, customers and other groups.  Fombrun (2005:14) 

suggests that reputation is made up of four different characteristics, namely: credibility, 

reliability, responsibility and trustworthiness. 

A corporate reputation is a collective representation of a firm’s past actions and results 

that describes the firm’s ability to deliver valued outcomes to multiple stakeholders. 

According to Abratt and Kleyn (2012:1046), not all organisations are thoroughly 

reputable thus corporate reputation can be defined as a stakeholder’s overall 

assessment of organisation overtime. This evaluation is based on the stakeholder’s 

practices with the organisation and its brands, relationships with these and the 

organisation’s employees and representatives, memberships of brand communities 

and, any other perceived communication and symbolism that provides information 

about the organisation’s actions and or comparison with the organisation’s rivals. 
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The term corporate reputation has developed with the changing trends in the industry 

to become a strategic and intangible corporate asset and it has been used in daily life, 

business and politics for a long while now (Malmelin 2007:288). It measures an 

organisation’s relative standing both internally with employees and externally with its 

stakeholders, in both its competitive and institutional environments. A corporate 

reputation is a stakeholder’s overall evaluation of a company over time.  

This evaluation is based on the stakeholder’s direct experiences with the company, 

any form of communication and symbolism that provides information about the firm’s 

actions and/ or a comparison with the actions of other leading rivals. There are different 

approaches to analysing the constituent components of reputation. Roper and Fill 

(2012:35) state that the main building blocks of corporate reputation are corporate 

personality, corporate identity and corporate image. A Reputation Institute (RepTrack) 

model consisting of 23 key performance indicators grouped around 7 reputation 

dimensions. 

According to Van Riel and Fombrun (2007:26), the maintenance of an organisation’s 

reputation has always been an important aspect in business objectives hence 

successful brand management is centered on the development and maintenance of 

corporate reputation, conveying the right image and creating a clear and recognisable 

identity. 

2.5.1 Benefits of a good reputation    

Fombrun and Van Riel (2004:241) believe that a good reputation creates wealth. By 

adding strong and consistent images, well-regarded companies generate hidden 

assets – or reputational capital that gives them a distinct advantage. According to 

Marquez and Fombrun (2005:305), a good reputation enhances profitability because 

it attracts customers to products, to investors, to securities and employees to its jobs. 

However, Pharoah (2003:47) states that an excellent reputation does not automatically 

guarantee the success of an organisation but yet bad a reputation is always damaging 

to an organisation objectives. A company’s reputation is an asset and wealth that gives 

the company a competitive advantage because this kind of company will be regarded 

as reliable, credible, trustworthy and responsible for employees, customers, 

shareholders and the financial markets.  
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Fombrun (2006) defines reputation as an intangible concept and suggests that 

research universally shows that a good reputation demonstrably increases corporate 

worth and provides sustained competitive advantage. The benefits of good reputation 

can be demonstrated in the following ways:  

 The company is freer to put higher price tags on its products and services and 

customers will be willing to pay such prices.    

 In periods of controversy stakeholders will support the company. 

 Customers will prefer to use the products and services of the reputable 

company even when other company’s products are available at comparable 

quality and price.  

 A reputable company is valued in the financial market and its stocks are also 

valued higher in the capital markets et cetera.  

 Corporate reputation is a factor in attracting good job employees to 

organisations.  

 It helps to generate consumer loyalty to firms considered by customers as 

reputable and deserving of their continued patronage.  

 It helps organisations to obtain needed capital for projects. 

Reputation is not a result of packaging, catchy slogans, or clever communication 

campaigns. An organisation’s reputation rests on every single thing it does from the 

way it manages its employees to the demeanor of the receptionist. Trust, which 

reputation is all about, is a result of observed and repeated trustworthy behaviour, not 

just good messages (Heath 2010:318). 

2.5.2 Trust 

Trust and reputation go hand in hand and need to be protected as they are every 

company’s most valuable assets (Bhalla 2011:1). Positive corporate reputation and 

trust are aspects that are very important to consider, especially as they play a valuable 

role in reducing the uncertainty stakeholders encounter when they evaluate 

companies. Thus customers are more likely to perceive companies with highly 

favorable reputations as trustworthy (Rindova, Williamson, Patkova & Sever 

2005:1032). Reputation dictates how people behave and in whom they place their 
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trust. Once trust is gone it is very difficult to regain it and in some cases its loss is 

irredeemable.  

Trust is a phenomenon that has been attributed as a very important element that 

contributes to a good corporate reputation for a company because of its capacity to 

lead ultimately to cooperative performance and the production of results that promote 

efficiency, productivity and value. According to Fombrun (2005:14), companies that 

work very hard to achieve commitment and positive involvement amongst their 

stakeholders, enlist trust as a necessity for constructing customer relationships that 

ensures that they have loyal customers who are committed to an organisation’s 

accomplishments.  

Trust usually occurs when a stakeholder or customer believes in the company’s 

accountability, reliability, credibility, responsibility and integrity. Companies with a 

positive reputation usually gain customers’ trust and respect in a number of ways. 

According to Rindova, Williamson, Patkova and Sever (2005:1032), companies gain 

customer trust in a number of ways that give rise to a positive reputation:  

Customers are more likely to perceive companies with good reputations by several 

related features namely: credibility, reliability, responsibility, and trustworthiness 

(Fombrun 2005:14), which can enhance customers' expectation of corporate capability 

to provide excellent products or services. However, Edelman (2010:63) believes that 

social media provides companies with another medium for building trust, which is to 

have a corporate blog and allow stakeholders to comment, which  not only provides 

companies a wealth of information but also helps gain trust. Fombrun (2005:18) further 

stated that customers are more likely to have confidence if that highly regarded 

company is competent, acts reliably in its activities, and considers the wellbeing of 

both parties in the relationship when making decisions, which contribute to the 

trustworthiness of the company.  

Companies must be consistent in establishing and maintaining trust, which in turn 

affects corporate reputation and ultimately stakeholder decisions such as 

recommending or purchasing goods or services (Jansen, Zhang, Sobel & Chowdury 

(2009:2169). It is important for companies to maintain two way communication with 

Generation Y stakeholders while communicating transparently and authentically to 

build and main their reputation (Molleda 2010:225). 
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2.6 REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 

In today’s highly competitive world of low trust, low loyalty and access to information, 

reputations can be made or mauled overnight (Brown 2010:56). Corporate reputation 

is often conceptualised as perceptions, attitudes and the esteem with which 

stakeholders hold an organisation (Hillenbrand & Money 2007:262). Public relations 

is about reputation, the result of what you do, what you say and what others say about 

you (Steyn 2004:184). 

Barnett, Jermier and Lafferty (2006:33) define reputation as the observer’s collective 

judgements of a corporation based on assessments of the financial, social and 

environmental impacts attributed to the corporation over time. Bunting and Lipski 

(2001:181) believe that a company's reputation is best understood as the end result 

of the interaction between the company's actions and statements and the reaction of 

the ‘outside world' to those actions and statements. However, reputation is earned; no 

organisation automatically starts out with one, nor can it be built overnight. 

Furthermore, reputation as a whole is what others reward you with based on your 

performance and interaction with them over time (Fombrun 2005:18). Nowadays 

online reputation plays a significant role towards transactional venues becoming 

simultaneous channels of both communication and distribution. 

2.6.1 Online reputation management 

Generally speaking, an organisation’s reputation is created and altered by what an 

organisation does and what it does not do. However, it is unfortunate that perceptions 

are not always based on facts but on an opinion, speculation and rumours (Theaker 

2008:367). Internet reputation management is the practice of attempting to shape 

public perception of a person or organisation by influencing online information. 

The internet has turned into an impressive success story in recent years. This has led 

to a continuous availability of information as; information can be retrieved at any time 

and in turn can influence the popularity of its other features, for example, social media 

platforms. Generation Y members have benefited from the information being electronic 

and also its ability to be connected to the whole world (Bauer, Grether & Leach 

2002:157). Brands that are advertised on the social media platforms can also be 

presented visually and by using sound information. The social media platforms have 

interesting capabilities that enable Generation Y members to select information 
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individually. Bauer et al. (2002:157) observe that the benefits of social media, 

especially their easy availability, are combined with direct individual communication, 

more importantly with specific, relevant and up-to-date information.  

Consumers and members of Generation Y usually use the web to research practically 

everything before they buy and one negative review of a company’s products on the 

social media platforms can damage a company’s reputation and image. New media, 

especially mobile and internet technologies, exert a profound effect on consumer 

business relationships (Gorry & Westbrook 2009:196).  Therefore companies must try 

by all means to manage their online reputation as it is of great importance. Internet 

research is very vital for an organisation’s reputation. However, it is a great 

disappointment that small to medium enterprises do not seriously consider it.  

Generation Y customers are now likely to have direct communication with 

representatives of a company and also to receive online or other auxiliary services as 

a bonus incentive to products of their choice (Standifird et al.2004:180). Established 

Internet users may be active in numerous online communities and will frequently carry 

information from group to group. Generation Y members can voice their opinions freely 

about companies and services and these opinions can spread and prove important. 

Companies that manage their online reputation have observed that with transaction 

platforms they can proactively initiate product related services for customers, efforts 

that both create positive understanding with their stakeholders (Goutam, Venkatesh & 

Kohli 2009:78)  

According to Theaker (2008:367), a key issue concerning the internet is the 

interactivity between users and the fact that anyone can voice their opinions without 

constraint. The internet is said to allow two-way and many-to-many communication. 

‘Internet society’ comprises thousands of communities who have their own agendas. 

This shows that companies should proactively be able to maintain their online 

reputations for greater success even though everything is going very well. All in all 

internet reputation management allows organisations to enhance their listening skills 

so that they are sufficiently aware of emerging issues to refresh their understanding of 

and relationships with critical stakeholders (Bonini, Curt & Marchi 2009:75). 

The key focus of the conceptual framework found on the next page is to illustrate the 

importance of Generation Y stakeholders in relation to how they influence an 
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organisation’s reputation positively or negatively when engaging in online dialogue 

with brands of their choice. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Conceptual framework, online reputation  

(Researchers own conceptualisation) 
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According to Fox and Jones (2009:8), companies need to be a part of those online 

conversations and through this engagement they may be able to successfully avoid 

crisis and help manage corporate reputation. Moreover this conceptual framework was 

developed by the researcher and used together with the reputation institute 

(RepTrack) model by Fombrun and Van Riel (2015). 

2.6.2 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Corporate social responsibility is an important element to the survival of an 

organisation since it plays a major role in reputation management. It convinces the 

stakeholders that the company is doing something within a community thereby winning 

their loyalty and trust. According to Talbott (2012:1), Generation Y consumers expect 

companies they are involved with to be sustainable within the communities they are 

involved in. Sustainability entails companies taking steps, for instance, to reduce 

pollution or to green the environment. 

According to Gond and Matten (2007:18), corporate social responsibility can be linked 

as an independent, dependent or mediating variable within an organisation. They also 

affect other organisations, individuals and publics in society.  As a result, organisations 

cannot be said to be effective unless they are socially responsible (Botan & Hazleton 

2009:32). The idea is that the company should embrace its social responsibilities and 

not be exclusively focused on maximising profits. Corporate social responsibility 

entails developing businesses with a positive relationship to the society in which they 

operate. 

Marquez and Fombrun (2005:305) perceive the goal of corporate social responsibility 

as embracing responsibility for the company’s actions in order to encourage a positive 

impact through its activities on the environment, customers, employees, communities, 

stakeholders and all other members of the public who may be considered as 

stakeholders. According to Wood and Lordgson (2001:8), companies identify 

themselves as corporate citizens, which mean that they have not only economic and 

legal responsibilities but also ethical and environmental responsibilities in the 

community. This means that companies must carry on with their social responsibility 

programmes as this is an effective way to entice Generation Y stakeholders into 

following and using their brands (Talbott 2012:28). 
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According to Botha, Chaka, Du Plessis, Krause, Rawjee, Porthen, Veerasamy and 

Wright (2011:257), people are generally impressed by organisations that give back 

some of their profits into society by, for example, providing bursaries to learners, 

sponsoring sport and cultural events and donating money for literacy, job training , 

housing, health and poverty or disaster relief projects. The notion is that the 

organisation acts like a good citizen as it makes sure that employees are having a safe 

and healthy work place; it pays fair wages and asks fair prices for its products. Its 

products are safe, properly labelled and honour their guarantees. However, Ponzi, 

Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever (2010:245) state that products and services, corporate 

social responsibility and sincerity are likely to be more significant to consumers than 

performance, leadership and workplace. 

2.7 CUSTOMER RELATIONS  

Customer relations or customer service refers to the way a business communicates 

and interacts with the public to gain and retain customers. It is necessary for a 

business to cultivate good customer relations to attract and keep a loyal base of 

customers. Customer service, in many respects, is the front line of public relations. A 

single incident, or a series of incidents, can damage a company’s reputation and erode 

public trust in its products and services (Brown 2010:57).   

However, Skinner, Von Essen, Mersham and Motau (2007:69) stated that: “Today’s 

customers have many choices of where to do business. Often, it is the way in which 

they are treated that determines whether they will come back. Since most 

organisations strive to produce quality products, it makes good sense for them to work 

hard and provide quality services as well.” Botha et al. (2011:227) describe customer 

relations as a process used to establish, maintain and enhance relationships with 

current and potential customers. In order to keep their competitive position in the 

industry, companies should offer customers products and services that the customers 

value so as to make them loyal to the brand or company.  However, customers prefer 

to be included or notified of any changes that affect the company, thus it is essential 

for companies to build a platform which they can use to communicate with both their 

internal and external stakeholders.  

It is important for an organisation to have in-depth knowledge and understanding of 

the short and long term needs of the customer. If a corporation can manage to improve 
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its customer relations strategies, this will improve trust and commitment. In addition, 

the buyer - supplier relationship eventually becomes more stable and durable, which 

is a decisive factor for securing long-term business efficiency (Bauer et al. 2002:157).  

2.7.1 Generation Y Consumer buying behaviour  

Consumer behaviour is the study of individuals, groups or organisations based on the 

processes they use to select, use and dispose of products, services or ideas to satisfy 

the needs of the consumer and the society (Cant et al. 2007:63). Consumer needs are 

the basis of all modern marketing. The key to an organisation’s survival, profitability 

and growth in a highly competitive market place is its ability to identify and satisfy 

unfulfilled consumer needs better and sooner than the competition (Schiffman & 

Kanuk 2009:80). It has been noted that there are different types of consumers: those 

who make up their mind quickly and those who tend to delay in making a decision 

because they want to analyse a lot of factors before purchasing a product (Cant et al. 

2007:63).   

Consumer buyer decision-making varies depending on the type of purchase decision. 

These types of purchase decisions include complex buying behaviour, dissonance-

reducing behaviour, habitual buying behaviour, variety-seeking behaviour, routine 

decision-making and impulsive decision-making (Cant et al. 2007:64). After observing 

theses various types of purchasing decisions the researcher has come to an 

understating that decision-making for a consumer can be lengthy or short depending 

on whether the decision is deemed to be important or not. Having said that, Generation 

Y consumers purchasing behaviour is highly influenced by the information they get on 

different online media platforms. This group doesn’t just purchase a product but rather 

seeks information or advice online from their online friends and also checks as to how 

the brand or product is perceived online before buying the product.  

Therefore, online customer complaining behaviour and online customer dissatisfaction 

results from unmet expectations about a product, convenient after-sales support, 

privacy issues, fast and accurate delivery (Schiffman & Kanuk 2009:80).  A good 

reputation among customers increases the likelihood of favourable purchase 

decisions. Companies with a good reputation and effective customer relations are able 

to charge higher prices and build a customer base that is more loyal (Eccles, Grant & 

Van Riel 2007:353). 
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2.7.2 Online customer complaints 

Online customer satisfaction primarily depends on lead-time, delivery speed, product 

or service introduction, and convenience. Customer complaining behaviour is an 

outcome of the customer satisfaction process, therefore a proper measure of 

complaining behaviour ought to consider the nature of the customer satisfaction 

behind it. Customer expectations about product quality or product price might differ 

online from the offline-shopping environment. Positive attitudes toward complaining 

might occur if actual product performance and/or product price does not meet 

customer expectation.  

Botha et al. (2007:227) cites that an organisation must try and keep customers by 

satisfying them through communication that creates and manages an ongoing 

relationship between the customer and the organisation. The ongoing development of 

new technology has allowed customers to post their complaints online, whether it be 

on a company’s website or different online platform. This enables the post to go viral 

and be seen by anyone with internet access at any time. Therefore it is essential for 

companies to be proactive in managing their communication strategies as a whole.  

2.8 CORPORATE IDENTITY 

Corporate identity, corporate image and reputation are the main focus of organisations 

through corporate communication activities. Organisations therefore should always be 

considerate now that more stakeholders are concerned about its image since a good 

image attracts more customers to use their products or services (Mohamed, Bakar 

and Rahman 2007:81). This creates the understanding that corporate identity, image 

and reputation are all interconnected and therefore rely on each other for the survival 

of an organisation. According to Dowling (2006:59), corporate identity is defined as 

symbols used by an organisation to identify itself to the people. Corporate identity is 

about how an organisation wants to be perceived or how it presents itself to both 

internal and external stakeholders.   

Hatch and Schultz (2000:11), describe corporate identity as different elements that an 

organisation’s members have an opinion on, including questions such as “who are we” 

and “what are we”. Furthermore, identity is a means by which an organisation 

differentiates and positions itself with regard to other organisations and the 

achievement of its performance goals. According to Botha, Chaka, Du Plessis, Krause, 
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Rawjee, Porthen, Veeramasamy and Wright (2011:254), corporate identity is the 

specific and unique qualities of an organisation and can be compared to the identity 

of a person.  

Corporate identity helps people find or recognise an organisation, therefore it is often 

described as residing in the values of the organisation and its members (Lindstrom 

2005:2). The researcher agrees that every organisation has an identity, which 

expresses the corporate objectives, principles and presents attributes that differentiate 

the organisation from its competition. Botha et al. (2011:266) are also of the notion 

that big companies like Rolls Royce ‘police their identity’ most of the time. This means 

that they have teams that hunt down imitators of their brand all over the world, 

especially in the United States of America where some criminals were selling 

American cars with changed grilles and name badges as Rolls Royce.  

Hatch and Schultz (2000:7) view corporate identity as an idea of the organisation and 

how it is represented to different audiences, for example, Nike does not have to use 

its name anymore because people are now synonymous to the swoosh. An 

organisation can make decisions on what the company’s name should be, what the 

logo should look like, the colours to use, how it will write its name and where it will be 

displayed. Therefore all the above variables can be used by an organisation to 

influence the way people see the organisation as Botha et al. (2011:260) agree that 

corporate identity is under the full control of the organisation. The organisation can 

never totally control its image because it belongs to the publics that see it but an 

organisation can control its corporate identity to the maximum. 

2.9 CORPORATE IMAGE 

Corporate image has an influence on a customer’s choice of a company based on 

their products or services and is developed in the customers mind through 

communication and experiences (Andreassen & Lindestad 1998:11). Generation Y 

customer’s perceptions and experiences about specific brands either have positive or 

negative effects on a company’s image. A corporate image is not something which is 

built on the sidelines but is the overall result of interaction of all experiences, 

impressions, beliefs, feelings and knowledge people have about a company (Lubbe & 

Puth 2008:194). When customers are satisfied with the services rendered their 

attitudes towards a company is improved. The medium used by generation Y 
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customers as a means of communication determines how a company’s image will be 

viewed by the stakeholders. 

Everything a company does or does not do, the image of its products, services, 

letterheads, facilities, brochures, offices, the way it treats its employees, its recruitment 

policies adds or detracts from its image. Brown, Dacin, Pratt and Whetten (2006:99) 

explain corporate image as a set of associations that the organisation wants to send 

to various stakeholders. However, the manner in which Generation Y perceives an 

organisation can either have a positive or negative effect on an organisations image. 

Skinner, Von Essen, Mersham and Motau (2007:388) state that corporate image is the 

mental impression or received image of an organisation based on knowledge and 

experience. This is so as diverse publics hold different corporate images; for example, 

employees, shareholders, distributors or customers according to their personal 

knowledge, thus it is impossible to create corporate image but it is possible to change 

it. 

Corporate image is one of the most important elements that a company possesses. It 

is of utmost importance for an organisation to be able to create ways to manage its 

image. The difference between image and reputation is that image is about asking 

stakeholders if they concur with what they believe they think versus reputation asking 

what they really think (Brown et al. 2006:99). Proactivity in an organisation will allow 

for the consistent evaluation of the image thus it becomes an opportunity to check the 

changes that would have taken place, be it with company beliefs, visions and values 

(Skinner et al. 2007:271). If the evaluation and measurement is successful it will lead 

to a deeper understanding of how the different publics perceive the actions of the 

company that they serve or whose attitudes and opinions are so essential for the 

achievement of the organisation.  

2.10 CORPORATE BRAND 

Although the concept of brands was initially developed with the aim to differentiate 

products and services in recent decades, branding also applies to organisations as a 

whole and is referred to as corporate branding. Roper and Fill (2012:136) note that the 

increased interrelations between company’s products and services and the company 

as a whole because consumers feel more confident when purchasing brands related 
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to well established companies with a strong reputation. In particular, companies 

offering services and non-profit organisations rely on corporate branding.    

Reputation is not the same as corporate brands but reputation is an important asset 

in enabling a company to take advantage of opportunities and limit threats (Argenti & 

Druckenmiller 2004:370). Although it is said that brands are more manageable than 

reputations, managing corporate brands still require application of wider approaches 

than traditional product branding because a corporate brand involves more 

associations with many different stakeholders (Roper & Fill 2012:143). 

According to Van Riel and Fombrun (2007:107), a corporate brand usually builds 

favorable associations and positive reputation with internal and external stakeholders. 

Employees, attitudes and behaviours, can have a great influence in making or 

breaking a corporate brand. Their interactions with customers and any negative 

attitudes, whether verbal or non-verbal, using different communication platforms will 

have a positive or negative impact upon their experience of the brand (Balmer & Gray 

2003:972). Significant and highly reputable companies manage to create a conducive 

environment where employees clearly understand and share the vision, mission and 

objectives of the company. A strong corporate brand entails a strong and concise 

corporate reputation mission and idea. However, corporate brand is a broad and 

essential concept that does not function in isolation, therefore it gives rise to several 

dimensions of a brand such as brand promise, brand loyalty, brand equality and brand 

personality, which will be discussed below. 

2.10.1 Brand promise 

A corporate brand is supported by a powerful, informal contract or brand promise, 

which can be compared to a covenant in that customers and other stakeholder groups 

often have a religious affinity like loyalty to the corporate brand (Balmer & Greyser 

2006:15). Communicating the brand promise is one thing, delivering on it is yet 

another. Communication of the promise is relatively easy; developing a creative brief, 

creating a marketing plan, retaining a marketing agency among others help in 

communicating the message to the market place. This implies that internal 

communication and training regarding the brand strategy and promise is critical to the 

organisation’s success (Malmelin 2007:299).  
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This will also entail employees playing a key role in expressing and delivering to the 

brand promise with a need for training and encouragement being of great importance 

to them. Furthermore, it has been observed that organisational culture is also a very 

important element that must be aligned with the brand promise at all times for greater 

success. However, development of a positive brand image will only occur when the 

brand promise expected by stakeholders is delivered. If this occurs consistently over 

time, a strong positive corporate reputation will result.  

Balmer and Greyser (2006:15) state that stakeholder understanding is required to 

develop an aligned, relevant brand promise that will meet stakeholders’ expectations, 

which may be functional and emotional. For example, a customer may want a branch 

near the workplace or home (functional expectation); they also want to be proud to 

wear the corporate clothing (emotional expectation). In the case of product based 

brands these expectations can be tightly controlled by production, communication, and 

distribution and service systems. In the case of the corporate brand, however, the 

entire organisation must be mobilised to deliver the brand promise to all stakeholders. 

2.10.2 Brand loyalty 

Brand loyalty is an important factor to get right at all times. In the face of brand 

innovation in consumer technology, connectivity and customer communication are the 

mediums (Roberts 2015:2). Brand loyalty can be described as the holistic required 

outcome of consumer learning. Brand loyalty is sometimes used as the basis for 

segmentation. Marketers often try to identify the characteristics of their brand loyal 

customers so that they can direct their promotional efforts to people with similar 

characteristics in the larger population. According to Nawaz and Usman (2011:213), 

over the past four decades brand loyalty has been recognised as a focal point of 

marketing for practitioners. The marketers target customers who have signs of not 

being brand loyal. With this in mind marketers have a belief that the potential 

customers are basically more in numbers then their current customers (Schiffman & 

Kanuk 2009:58). 

Generation Y as a target market presents a particular challenge because it is resistant 

to marketing efforts and difficult to capture and hold as loyal consumers (Bush, Martin 

& Bush 2004: 110). According to Cant, Strydom, Joosta and Du Plessis (2006:215), 

consumers have variations in terms of their loyalty towards different brands.  These 



41 
 

diverse degrees of brand loyalty can be recognised as recognition, preference and 

insistence. Generation Y consists of a group of consumers that behave differently from 

previous generational market segments, and because of its large size, its current 

amount of spending power and its potential for huge amounts of future spending power 

it has become a very important segment in today’s market (Wolburg & Pokrywczynski 

2001:33). 

There are consumers who do not have any interest in brands as they find that the 

brands have no appeal for them; they are basically at the bottom of the loyalty scale. 

Consumer brand loyalty has been shown to profit firms by saving them money and 

creating fringe benefits such as positive word of mouth (Liu 2007:21). According to 

Wood (2004:11), Generation Y loyalty is particularly important because if firms can 

make Generation Y consumers loyal to their brand then the benefits of the firms can 

only increase as this segment becomes more powerful. Schiffman & Kanuk (2009:227) 

agree that brand loyalty is usually made up of attitudes and actual behaviours towards 

a brand that both must measure. Attitudinal elements are mainly preoccupied with how 

consumers feel about a certain product, for example, their buying intentions. 

Behavioural measures are concerned by the repeat purchase behaviour in contrast to 

attitudes shown to the brand. Brand loyalty is considered as a contributor to build and 

maintain brand equity (Nawaz & Usman 2011:213).   

2.10.3 Brand equity  

Generation Y associates themselves with well-known and highly reputable brands. 

Brand equity refers to the value that is instilled in a well known brand name. It has 

been noted that this value comes from the consumer’s perceptions of the brand as 

being superior, the confidence that such a brand brings when using it including 

identification with the brand and customer trust (Sztompka 2000:882).  Brand equity 

has been defined as “outcomes that accrue to product with its brand name compared 

to those that would accrue if the same product did not have the brand name” (Ailawadi, 

Lehmann & Neslin 2003:1). 

According to Schiffman and Kanuk (2009:230), the most valuable asset in an 

organisation is the brand name. Furthermore, the most popular brands are now mega 

brands with the best brand being, to name but a few, Coca-Cola, Nike and Apple. 

These brand names have become the most powerful tools or assets and have become 
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a very powerful advantage over other brands because Generation Y members familiar 

and associate themselves with such brands. Brand equity allows for the acceptance 

of a new product and the allocation of shelve space to enhance perceived value, 

quality and pricing. Brand loyalty is mainly concerned with the perception of the overall 

superiority of a product carrying their brand name when compared to other brands 

(Chieng & Lee 2011:36). Brand loyalty can also be attributed to brand equity as they 

both lead to frequent increases in success in terms of their market share and profits. 

2.10.4  Brand personality 

Brand personality is the way a brand speaks and behaves. The concept of brand 

personality features prominently in decisive descriptions of brand theory (Keller 

2003.1). It means assigning human personality traits or characteristics to a brand so 

as to achieve differentiation. These characteristics signify brand behaviour through 

both individuals representing the brand, for example, its employees, as well as through 

advertising. According to Malar, Krohmer, Hoyer and Nyffenegger (2011:36), brand 

personality is very important in positioning brands and also in brand attachment as 

Generations Y customers require brands that suit their attitude and behaviour.   

Generation Y stakeholders currently think about brands as if they were very important 

role models in society, therefore advertisers use strategies that like a brand with their 

personality traits (Sung & Tinkahm 2005:333). Consumers tend to personify 

personality elements to products and services, although they also associate 

personality factors with specific colors, for instance Coca-Coca, which is associated 

with the color red, which symbolises excitement. Consumers also attribute various 

trades or characteristics to different brands, such as BMW as performance driven. 

Such personality images of brands symbolise the consumer’s visions and visions of 

many strong brands of consumer products.   

Brand personality has led the researcher into finding out whether brands have 

dimensions which can evoke feelings, emotions, attitudes and behaviours (Merkens 

2004:165). It has also been observed that marketers are increasingly getting 

interested in learning how the experience of consumers visiting their products’ website 

has an impact on their brand personality. An experiment of this issue shows the 

comparison to non-visitors as visitors to a website is attributed to Generation Y, who 

concentrate on the Internet (Schiffman & Kanuk 2009:133). Brand personality allows 
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it to differentiate itself from other competition in the same industry. An appealing brand 

personality allows the organisation to benefit from consumers that associate 

themselves with the brand. 

2.11 PRODUCT POSITIONING 

According to Cant, Strydom, Jooste and Du Plessis (2007:136), product positioning 

denotes to the way consumers perceive a product in terms of its characteristics, 

qualities, advantages and its competitive edge. The purpose of product positioning is 

to grab the consumers’ or recipients’ attention to a certain product and to be easily 

differentiated by the consumers with other similar products within the same market 

(Karadeniz 2009:99). Therefore the way in which an organisation positions its product 

in the market will determine whether this product will make sales based on how the 

customers perceive it. When an organisation’s target market belongs to the 

Generation Y consumers it is essential for the organisation to position its product to 

the best of its ability since this will be placed online. Generation Y consumers do get 

to see the physical product, touch or taste it and will most likely buy the product 

because of the way in which it is positioned.  

Product positioning entails an organisation to develop a positioning statement, which 

is basically a short statement that identifies the target market being aimed at. This 

includes the main benefit that the product offers to its target audience and the 

characteristics or elements that make the product unique and stand out amongst 

similar products. Positioning aims at addressing the following question: how can the 

organisation bring appeal or bring attention to its product in order to differentiate it from 

those of the competitors? (Cant et al. 2007:137). According to Karadeniz (2009:98), in 

order for organisations to gain competitive advantage in terms of new markets, target 

audience and gain superiority over their competitors, product positioning is essential 

as it is aimed at influencing consumer behaviour and perceptions.   

2.12 CONCLUSION 

Generation Y group is the largest generation that has access to different social 

networks; the immense links found online allow them to be more interactive, and 

impactful than any previous generation. This has in turn forced companies to create 

online profiles and other websites that enable them to stay in touch with their 

customers. This generation has been termed as a group that is good in communication 
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and by virtue of being surrounded by technology it ensures easy access to their next 

conversation, and they are more likely to have that conversation online than in person. 

Generation Y therefore guarantees that a company has an online presence, whether 

they like it or not.   

Companies make sure that they strategically integrate social media channels to build 

trust by ensuring that stakeholders receive consistent and accurate information. 

However, many companies still do not see the importance of getting involved in online 

conversations with their customers about their brand, especially those from 

Generation Y. Observations that even brands with an online presence are still ignoring 

the majority of customer complaints that are issued to them through social media 

platforms. This can have a negative impact on an organisation’s reputation as 

perceived by Generation Y. Members of Generation Y are constantly discussing 

brands online and their comments are not always positive, therefore it requires the 

brands to continuously monitor their online communication platforms. If they are not 

satisfied with a product they instantly post it online without prior knowledge of the 

consequences. With this in mind it is also very important to note that there are very 

important elements that companies should be following when having two-way 

communication with different stakeholders, which include genuineness, spirit of 

equality, and trust, among others. 
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CHAPTER 3  

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

One cannot say that research is just a process of gathering information but rather it is 

a way which is used to get answers to unanswered questions (Goddard & Melville 

2001:1). Research is therefore a methodology. This chapter outlines the research 

method and design used for this study. Explanations will be given on sampling 

methods, how data was collected and interpreted from different respondents that meet 

the criteria for this research project as well as validity and reliability of the instruments 

used. 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This quantitative study used a cross-sectional descriptive research approach in order 

to portray an accurate profile of the research study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 

2003:97). A cross sectional approach entails people from different several age groups 

being sampled and compared in order to find a distinction (Leedy & Ormrod 2013:186). 

The survey research design was used. Surveys allow a large amount of data to be 

collected from the population. They collect data by precisely asking participants about 

their attitude, experiences, vision or knowledge on a particular topic (Graziano & 

Raulin 2004:309).  According to De Leeuw, Hox and Dillman (2008:1), a survey 

involves identifying a specific group or category of people and collecting information 

from them in order to gain understanding into what the entire group does or thinks.   

Leedy and Ormrod (2013:188) also emphasise that survey research involves the 

obtaining of information from one or more groups of people mostly about their 

attitudes, characteristics, opinions or previous experience.  This will require one to ask 

questions whilst tabulating their answers with the ultimate goal of learning about a 

large population by surveying a sample of that population; therefore this approach 

might be called a descriptive survey. The data are standardised and allow for easy 

comparison. A survey design provides a quantitative or numeric description of trends, 

attitudes, or opinions of a population by studying a sample of that population (Creswell 

2014:155).    
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3.3 STUDY POPULATION 

According to Goddard and Melville (2001:34), a population is any group that is the 

subject of a specific research interest or criteria. In the context of qualitative research 

the population refers to all the members of a defined group in which a study is 

interested (Davies & Hughes 2014:156). For the purpose of this study, the targeted 

population are individuals belonging to Generation Y in the Vaal region. According to 

Statistics South Africa (2013), the Emfuleni municipality, which is an administrative 

division overlapping with what is referred to traditionally as the Vaal region, has 

approximately 258 000 inhabitants aged 18 to 35. For the purpose of this study, only 

adult respondents aged 18–35 will be selected. 

3.4 SAMPLING TECHNIQUES  

It is important for one to think carefully and choose wisely of the sampling techniques 

as there are different types of sampling designs that one can use, such as probability 

and non-probability sampling. In probability sampling, every part of the population has 

the potential to be represented in the sample. This sample is usually obtained from the 

overall population by random selection that is structured in such a way that each 

member of the population as an equal chance to be selected (Leedy & Ormrod 

2013:207). Probability sampling is the most widely accepted method for allowing 

quantification of the sampling error, an error that is observed dealing with a sample of 

the population rather than the entire population (De Leeuw, Hox & Dillman 2008:105).  

A probability sample entails knowing each and every element of the population and 

gives one a chance of being selected for the sample (Gray, Williamson, Karp & Dalphin 

2007:105). There are then four probability sampling techniques, which are: simple 

random sampling, stratified random sampling, proportional stratified sampling and 

cluster sampling. However, with non-probability sampling the researcher has no way 

of predicting or guaranteeing that each element of the population will be represented 

in the sample. There are then three common forms of non-probability sampling, which 

are: convenience sampling, quota sampling, and purposive sampling. Convenience 

sampling can also be referred to as accidental sampling and makes no excuse of 

identifying a representative subset of a population. This method takes advantage of 

units or people that are available, for example those that arrive on the scene by 

coincidence or chance (Leedy & Ormrod 2010:212).    



47 
 

As there is no sampling frame from which the population can be selected, and because 

there is no available register of those members of the population who are regular users 

of the internet, purposive sampling was used in this study. According to Denscombe 

(2010:34), purposive sampling can be used as a way of getting the best information 

by selecting people most likely to have experience to provide important information 

and valuable insight on the research topic.  Purposive sampling implies people or units 

being chosen for a particular purpose. This also entails having to choose units that are 

very important or have a major influence in the research project. Davies and Hughes 

(2014:157) put emphasis on the above statement by saying that purposive sampling 

is based on the selection of individuals believed to be a strong representative of a 

population or phenomenon. With purposive sampling, the researcher purposely 

chooses some groups, units or individuals because of the relevance and impact they 

have to the research project at hand. The researcher will use purposive sampling in 

order to select the respondents who use the internet and who are in the specified age 

category of 18–35 years.   

According to Krejcie and Morgan (1970), the recommended sample size for a 

population (N) of 1 000 000 is 384 (n). However, since the researcher will use 

purposive sampling the results cannot be generalised to the population; therefore, for 

practical purposes, the researcher collected 200 questionnaires from individuals 

between 18 and 35 years old from the Vaal region. The University of Technology, 

colleges and employees of various businesses as well as those who are unemployed 

who comply with the sampling criteria were approached in Vanderbijlpark, Sebokeng 

and Evaton. 

The researcher collected data until the required number of responses was achieved. 

The researcher also collected the data personally in order to increase the response 

rate. 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION 

Data was collected through questionnaires. A questionnaire is a “list of carefully 

structured questions which have been chosen after considerable testing with a view 

to stimulating reliable responses from a particular group of people” (Collis & Hussey 

2009:192). According to Goddard and Melville (2001:46), questionnaires are a reliable 

instrument for measuring people’s attitudes but require careful planning. However, 
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Wilson (2009:120) explains questionnaires as a measuring instrument that has its own 

flaws just as any other form of measuring instrument has its own disadvantages, such 

as less freedom of expression for the participants to develop their own thoughts and 

over-reliance on their written expression (questionnaires).  

3.5.1 Development and construction of the questionnaire  

Fombrun and Van Riel‘s model of reputation which was founded in 2005-2006, which 

helps in measuring reputation within organisations was used as a guideline for the 

development of the questionnaires. The questionnaire comprised three sections which 

are as follows: 

Section I: Demographics and sources of information 

This section included demographic information such as gender, age, occupation and 

sources used to access information about different brands.  

Section II: Online communication behaviour 

Section II consists of seven sub-sections and the questions in these sections were 

constructed in order to have an understanding of Generation Y’s online communication 

behaviour. Respondents were requested via a three point and three point interval 

scale to indicate the frequency of use of communication platforms. The four point Likert 

scale was used to measure online habits and engagement with brands. The 

respondents had to choose between the statements: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree 

(2), Agree (3) and Strongly Disagree (4). The four point scale was chosen in order to 

avoid central tendency in the answers of respondents.  

Section III: Online reputation management 

This section contains 21 items which probed the perceptions of respondents about 

online reputation management. The items were presented on a four-point Likert scale 

as described above. 

3.5.2 Pilot study  

A pilot study was conducted on ten college and ten University of Technology students 

in Vanderbijlpark. Therefore a total of twenty respondents were selected to participate 

in the pilot study. The main reason for conducting the pilot study was to ensure that 

the questions were understood by the respondents and that of the questionnaire is 
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valid and reliable. From the pilot study as shown below, minor adjustments were made, 

such as changing from a “yes” or “no” answer to a four point scale in one of the 

questions. 

Table 3.1: Pilot study 

Dimensions Cronbach Alpha scores 

Sources of information (q1 – q 7) -0.967 

Tools (q1 – q6) 0.620 

Access on Brand related content (q1 – q 13) 0.856 

Companies website (q1 – q20) 0.839 

Following brands online (q1 – q20) 0.939 

Unfollowing brands online  (q1 – q7) 0.908 

Brand activities (q1- q18) 0.824 

Online reputation management (q1- q22) 0.748 

 

From the pilot study the only sections that had to be reworked on was Section I (B) 

as it had to change from a yes or no answer to a three point scale. 

3.5.3 Reliability and validity for quantitative research  

Reliability and validity are usually among the standards of scientific investigation 

where a selection processes used by researchers in evaluating the quality of their 

measures (Gray, Williamson, Karp & Dalphin 2007:64). However, a good measure is 

one that is consistent and can be used over and over again with comparable results 

(reliability).  Reliability focuses on the consistency and stability of a measurement; 

unreliable measurements will therefore not in any way help the researcher in achieving 

his or her objectives (Keyton 2010:105). According to Groves, Fowler, Couper, 

Lepkowski, Singer and Tourangean (2004:261) reliability is a measurement of 

variability of answers over repeated conceptual trials. Reliability then focuses on 

solving the question of whether the respondents are consistent and offer stability in 

their answers. Therefore the term reliability means that measurements will be obtained 

with consistency; for example, if the same experiment is performed under the same 

conditions, the same results will be collected (Goddard & Melville 2011:41).   
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Furthermore, reliability entails the consistent nature of measurement either across 

occasions or elements designed to measure the same construct. Accordingly, there 

are two main methods the survey researchers use to address issues on the reliability 

of reporting: repeated interviews with the same respondent and use of multiple 

indicators of the same construct (Groves et al. 2004:262).  The split-halves method 

was utilised to determine the correlation coefficient of data sets. 

The link between validity and reliability can be explained in terms of the researcher 

using validity so as to enquire the fit between the concept that a researcher wants to 

examine and the evidence for the concept, and also applying reliability as one cannot 

build a coherent body of information without reliable measurement tools (Gray, 

Williamson, Karp & Dalphin 2007:11).  Therefore research validity is the extent to 

which a measurement instrument measures what it is intended to measure (Leedy & 

Ormrod 2010:28). Validity is a word used in a variety of senses by different disciplines, 

therefore it seems to mean different things to different researchers (Groves et al. 

2004:254).   

Validity of a research study is the extent to which its design and the data it obtains 

allow the researcher to draw accurate conclusions about cause and effect and other 

relationships within the data (Leedy & Ormrod 2013:101).  The term validity also 

entails that the measurements are correct, and that an accurate instrument is used to 

measure units the proper way and precisely collected (Goddard & Melville 2011:41). 

A good measure in validity reflects precisely what exists in the observable world and 

only that part of the world that the researcher has observed as being important to 

measure (Gray et al. 2007:64). To ensure validity the researcher bases the 

questionnaire on the reputation institute (RepTrack) model as a pilot study was also 

conducted. A Cronbach Alpha test, as described above, was used to measure the 

scale reliability.   

3.6 DATA AND STATISTICAL ANALYSES 

Data analysis is the arrangement and organising of data in order to discover the 

importance and significance of the data (results received from the participants) (Gray 

et al. 2007:2).  In this study questionnaires were used as a form of primary data 

collection. The researcher examined elements in the study, such as online 

communication behaviour and online reputation management. Two hundred 
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questionnaires were distributed amongst Generation Y members in the Vaal Region 

between the ages of 18-35. Data was captured on an excel spreadsheet and analysis 

was then done using SPSS 23.0. The statistical analysis thus is as follows: 

Frequency tables 

This researcher made use of frequency tables and graphs to display a summarised 

description of the variables which were provided in certain sections of the structured 

questionnaire. A useful way of displaying data is to plot a graph of how many times a 

score occurs, which is named a frequency distribution or histogram (Field, 2009:19; 

Norusis, 2010:118).  

Factor analysis 

Factor analysis is a data reduction technique used with interval data. Field (2009:628) 

writes that factor analysis can be used to reduce a data set to a more manageable 

size while retaining as much of the original information as possible. For example, this 

researcher used a questionnaire where Section D contained 13 items that probed the 

perceptions of respondents as to how often they made use of online sites to access 

the preferred brand related content using a three point scale where 1 was never and 

3 was often.  

The factor analytic procedure displays the correlation between each pair of the 

variables (items) in what is known as an R-matrix, which is merely a table of correlation 

coefficients between these variables. In this matrix the diagonal elements are all ones 

(1) because each variable will correlate perfectly with itself Field (2009: 628). The off-

diagonal elements are the correlation coefficients between pairs of variables or items. 

The presence of clusters or bunches of large correlation coefficients between subsets 

of variables suggests that those variables could be measuring aspects of the same 

thing or underlying dimension. These underlying dimensions are known as factors. 

Thus one is able to reduce the 13 variables or items to a smaller set of factors (usually 

one or two), which explains the maximum amount of common variance in a correlation 

matrix using the smallest number of explanatory constructs.  

There are numerous techniques and terms associated with factor analysis and terms 

such as Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and rotation of data techniques such as 

Varimax rotation, which are frequently used. Another term frequently used is the 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value, which is an index that compares the sizes of the 
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observed correlation coefficients to the sizes of the partial correlation coefficients 

(Norusis 2010:394). In a nutshell, if the KMO ratio is close to 1 it means that all of the 

partial correlation coefficients are small, compared to the ordinary correlation 

coefficients. This is what one is hoping to obtain because it indicates that these 

variables are linearly related (Norusis 2010:394).  Large KMO values (normally 0.6 or 

larger) is what one is looking for accompanied by a Bartlett’s sphericity value, which 

is significant (p<0.05). Bartlett’s test measures whether the variance-covariance matrix 

is proportional to an identity matrix. Thus it effectively tests whether the diagonal 

elements of the variance-covariance matrix are equal (group variances are the same) 

and that the off-diagonal elements are approximately zero (independent variables are 

not correlated) (Field 2009:782). If the Bartlett’s test is significant it means that the 

correlation between variables are (overall) significantly different from zero and hence 

a p-value <0.05 is good news for the plausibility of a factor analytic procedure (Field 

2009:648).  

Exploring differences between two groups 

When investigating whether one group of respondents (for example, males) differs 

statistically significantly from another group (for example, females) then t-tests can be 

utilised. T-tests are suitable when one has interval scaled data with a normal 

distribution of scores (Pallant 2007:103). Independent t-tests are utilised when one 

has two different (independent) groups of people (such as males and females). SPSS 

makes use of Levene’s test to check the equality of variances. Briefly, if Levene’s value 

is >0.05 then one assumes equal variances and one uses the appropriate t-value. If 

Levene’s test has a p<0.05 then the equality of variances assumption has been 

violated and one makes use of the t-value appropriate to “equal variances nor 

assumed”. As an example, let us assume that the mean scores of males and females 

with equal variances differed statistically significantly from one another with respect to 

their use of cell phones (p<0.05). Then one can conclude that female respondents 

reported that they used cell phones significantly more often than male respondents 

said they did and that this difference was significant at least at the 95% confidence 

limit. In other words this finding was not due to chance factors as one would obtain a 

similar finding 95 times out of 100. There is something else (not chance) that is 

involved in this difference between male and female respondents as to how often they 

make use of cell phone technology; possibly the more caring and social nature of 
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females. If one finds a statistically significant difference then it is also important to 

investigate the effect size, which is the value of the experimental effect, namely that 

of manipulating the independent variable on the dependent variable. In this research 

the correlation coefficient (r), which gives the strength of the relationship between two 

variables will be used as a measure of effect size. It is useful as it is constrained to lie 

between 0 (no effect) and 1 (perfect effect) (Field 2009:57). As r is a standardised 

value it can be used to compare effect sizes across different variables. As a rule of 

thumb a r = 0.1 represents a small effect and explains 1% of the total variance; r = 0.3 

is a medium or moderate effect and explains 9% of the total variance and r = 0.5 or 

larger is a large effect and explains 25% of the variance present (Field 2009:57).     

Exploring differences among three or more groups  

When one is interested in exploring the difference in mean scores between more than 

two groups one can make use of an analysis of variance (ANOVA). One-way analysis 

of variance involves one dependent variable, which has a mean score on a number of 

different levels. These levels correspond to different groups or conditions. For 

example, in comparing the mean scores of three different educational qualification 

groups against the factor of how often respondents make of online sites to access 

brand related products, the dependent variable is the continuous variable of how often 

respondents utilise online sites and its mean score is found for each of groups involved 

(Pallant 2007:242).  

Analysis of variance is so called because it compares the variance (variability in 

scores) between different groups (believed to be due to the independent variable) with 

the variability within each of the groups (believed to be due to chance) (Pallant 

2007:242). An F- ratio is calculated, representing the variance between the groups, 

divided by the variance within the groups. A large F ratio indicates that there is more 

variability between the groups (caused by the independent variable) than there is 

within each group (referred to as the error term). A significant F-test thus tells one that 

the three or more groups differ from one another but it does not tell one which of the 

groups actually differ. In order to determine this one needs to conduct so-called post-

hoc tests. There are numerous post-hoc tests available in SPSS 23. This researcher 

mainly used Hochberg GT2 as it was designed to cope with sample sizes which differ 

(Field 2009:374). 
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McDaniel’s and Gates (2002:531) describe the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

as a test used to determine whether or not there are any significant differences 

between the means of three or more independent groups. In this study ANOVA was 

used to investigate possible associations between the dependent variables (factors) 

and the independent variables. As factors (dependent variables) in Sections II (F & D) 

and Section III (J) applied to all respondents they were analysed first to see if possible 

significant associations were present with the independent variables in Section A. 

Correlation 

Correlations are used to describe the strength and direction of the linear relationship 

between two variables (Pallant 2007:126). For parametric data the Pearson product-

moment coefficient (r) is designed for interval or continuous variables. The Pearson 

correlation can take on values from -1 to +1. The sign in front indicates whether there 

is a positive correlation, meaning that as one variable increases so too does the other, 

or a negative one, which means as the one increases so the other decreases. The 

size of the absolute value (ignoring the sign) provides an indication of the strength of 

the relationship (Pallant 2007:126). A correlation coefficient of zero indicates no linear 

relationship at all and so if one variable changes then the other stays the same (Field 

2009:170). Because the correlation coefficient is a standardised measure of an 

observed effect it is commonly used to measure the size of an effect. However, 

correlation does not indicate cause and although it tells one that as the one increases 

or decreases so will the other it does not indicate the direction of causality. If one has 

non-parametric data distribution then one can make use of Spearman’s correlation 

coefficient 

3.7 CONCLUSION  

The main aim of this chapter is to outline the methods and techniques used in order 

to achieve the objectives of this study. The researcher deliberated on the method and 

elements which were used throughout the study. It was then clearly articulated that 

this study followed a descriptive research design based on quantitative research.  

Further explanation is given on data collection and interpreted from different audiences 

that meet the criteria for this research project as well as validity and reliability of the 

instruments used for the study.              
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CHAPTER 4  

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study was to determine the contribution of online corporate 

communications to brand reputation among Generation Y consumers in the Vaal 

Region. The researcher examined elements in the study such as online 

communication behaviour and online reputation management. Two hundred 

questionnaires were distributed amongst Generation Y members in the Vaal Region 

between the ages of 18-35. Data was captured on an excel spreadsheet and analysis 

was then done using SPSS 23.0. The objective of this chapter is to provide analysis 

and discussions of the survey conducted.  

4.2 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Data can be presented via tables and graphs. This research made use of frequency 

tables and graphs to display a summarised description of the independent variables 

which were provided in Section A of the structured questionnaire.  

The data in Table 4.1 indicates that the majority of respondents were female. There 

were 1.42 females present for every male and a representative sample should 

probably be closer to a one to one ratio. However, 75% of the sample are students 

and there are presently more female students than male students and as such the 

gender representation could be representative of the population of students.   

Table 4.1: Gender groups in the sample 

 
 Frequency Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Male 81 40.5 40.5 40.5 

Female 119 59.5 59.5 100.0 

Total 200 100.0 100.0  
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Table 4.2: Age groups in the sample 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 18 - 23 

years 
106 53.0 53.0 53.0 

24-29 

years 
70 35.0 35.0 88.0 

30-35 

years 
24 12.0 12.0 100.0 

Total 200 100.0 100.0  

The majority of respondents were in the 18 to 23 year age group, namely 53.0% 

followed by the 24 to 29 year age group at 35.0%. Only 12.0% of the sample contained 

respondents in the 30 to 35 year age group. 

The data in Table 4.3 indicates that the majority of the sample is students namely 

75.4% of the sample. Sixteen point one percent (16.1%) of the sample had 

employment and 8.5% were unemployed.  

Table 4.3: Occupational groups in the sample 

 Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Student 150 75.0 75.4 75.4 

Employed 32 16.0 16.1 91.5 

Unemployed 17 8.5 8.5 100.0 

Total 199 99.5 100.0  

Missing System 1 .5   

Total 200 100.0   
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4.3 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: ACCESS OF INFORMATION  

Section B of the structured questionnaire asked respondents how they mainly 

accessed information about the brands from the eight sources listed. Responses were 

requested via a three point interval scale which had Never (1) at the one pole, 

Sometimes (2) and Often (3) at the other pole. Descriptive statistics are given in Table 

4.4. 

Table 4.4: Sources of information about brands  

No 

I mainly access 

information about 

brands from the 

following sources 
N

e
v

e
r 

S
o

m
e

tim
e

s
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fte

n
 

M
e

a
n

 

S
.D

. 

R
a
n

k
 

1B Shops  27 113 60 2.17 0.64 5 

2B Online sources 7 51 142 2.68 0.54 1 

3B Word of mouth 9 99 92 2.42 0.59 2 

4B Newspapers and 

Magazines 
15 114 71 2.28 0.59 4 

5B Radio 39 120 41 2.01 0.63 7 

6B Television 13 97 90 2.39 0.61 3 

7B Outdoor advertising 

(billboards, wall murals 

etc.) 

40 115 45 2.03 0.65 6 

8B Other 107 78 15 1.54 0.63 8 

 

The data in Table 4.4 shows that online sources are the tools most frequently used by 

respondents when accessing information about brands. Moreover, it is evident that 

from birth Generation Y has been surrounded by digital communication as they were 

born during the time of computers and the internet (Yarrow & O’Donnell 2009:83). This 
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is followed by word of mouth and television. It seems plausible that the younger 

generation such as the 18 to 23 year age group would make greater use of online 

sources than older respondents. As with the fast growth and development of the 

Internet, social media and social networks in particular have become a global 

phenomenon (Garcia-Martin & Garcia-Sanchez 2015:686). This is clearly shown in 

figure 4.1. One can then say that as age becomes greater so accessing online sources 

for information about brands decreases.  

 

Figure 4.1: Mean scores of age groups vs online access of brand information  

Section C posed items that elicited perceptions about online communication behaviour 

on a three-point scale where 1 indicated Never and 3 was for Often. The appropriate 

data is given in table 4.5. 
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Table 4.5: Tools used to access online content 

No 

How frequently do you 

use the following tools 

to access content 

online  

N
e
v

e
r 

S
o

m
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tim
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s
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n
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e
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n

 

S
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. 

R
a
n
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1C Smartphone 9 16 175 2.83 0.48 1 

2C IPad/IPod 121 60 19 1.49 0.66 5 

3C Laptop 31 87 82 2.26 0.71 2 

4C PC 71 86 43 1.86 0.74 4 

5C Tablet 78 70 52 1.87 0.80 3 

6C Other 157 35 8 1.26 0.52 6 

 

The data in Table 4.5 indicates that the respondents most often claim they use a 

smartphone to access content online, followed by a laptop and a tablet.  The growth 

of the internet and the development of smartphones, iPads and tablets have changed 

the way people communicate, work and learn.  Hence this Generation can create 

messages quickly and efficiently in the palm of their hands using the internet to 

communicate between themselves and organisations or brands of their choice 

(Theaker 2008:56). Inevitably, smartphones being the highest of them all seems to be 

logical as most students (Generation Y) probably possess a smartphone. 

Section D contained 13 items that probed the perceptions of respondents as to how 

often they made use of online sites to access the preferred brand related content using 

a three point scale where 1 was Never and 3 was Often. However, the 13 items did 

give a reliable scale as the Cronbach Alpha coefficient was 0.746, which was above 

the ‘rule of thumb’ of 0.70 (Field 2009:675).   

The researcher therefore did a factor analytic procedure (PAC) with Oblimin rotation 

as the Kaiser Meyer Olkin value of 0.711 with Bartlett’s sphericity of p<0.000 indicated 

that such a procedure was plausible. Four first-order factors resulted, which explained 
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60.54% of the variance present. A second-order PCA procedure with Oblimin rotation 

resulted in one factor, which explained 41.2% of the variance present was obtained 

and contained 13 items with an Alpha Cronbach reliability coefficient of 0.746. It was 

named ‘Use of online sites to access preferred brand related content (FD2.0)’. The 

distribution of the data is provided in figure 4. 2. 

 

  

 

Figure 4.2: Data distribution of items in factor FD2.0 

The mean of 1.76 and median of 1.77 indicates that the respondents tend to often 

make use of these online sites to access brand related content. Respondent (36) in 

the boxplot did not answer this particular section and hence is shown as an outlier. 

When analysing the mean scores Facebook (D2) as online site obtained the highest 

mean of 2.72 indicating that most respondents often used it (78.0%). This was followed 

by You Tube (2.33) and Instagram (2.30). However, the lowest use was accorded to 

the use of D8 ‘My Space’ (1.15) with 86.5% indicating they never use it. Based on this 

study and supported by literature it can then be said that the use of online 

communication by Generation Y requires corporate communication practitioners to 

focus on different online platforms and tools such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 

(Yarrow & O’Donnell 2009:10). Moreover, on an international level, Facebook is also 

one of the most frequently used social networking site (Gracia-Martin & Gracia-

Sanchez 2015:686). Thus it shows that the use of media by the Generation Y 
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stakeholders make it essential for public relations practitioners to engage online with 

customers as it permits the organisation or brand to create an online page. As 

Malmelin (2007:298) states, communication these days goes far beyond the 

managerial interests, hence an organisation’s success depends directly on 

communication, on interaction with customers and other stakeholders.  

Section E of the questionnaire contained 20 items where respondents in the sample 

were asked about the information they accessed company’s websites for. A KMO of 

0.83 and Bartlett’s sphericity of p<0.000 indicated that the information could be 

grouped into a smaller number of factors. Six first-order factors resulted, which 

explained 63.58% of the variance present. These first-order factors were reduced to 

one factor only that was named ‘Information accessed on the company website’ 

(FD2.0) and it had a Cronbach reliability of 0.861. The data distribution is shown in 

figure 1.3  

 

  

 

 

Figure 4.3: Data distribution of items in factor FE2.0 

The mean score of 1.99 and median of 2.00 indicate that respondents often used the 

company websites to access information about aspects of the company. The most 

frequent aspect accessed (E10) was the social media page (2.65) where 69.0% of the 

respondents indicated that they often accessed information about the company from 
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their website. Generation Y customers are now more than ever more likely to have 

direct communication with representatives from different companies and thus also 

receive the information they require online. Therefore this generation benefits from the 

information being electronic (Beuer, Grether & Leach 2002:157). The second highest 

was ‘pricing’ (2.28) where 45.5% of the respondents indicated they often used the 

website to access this information. Third in rank was ‘competitions’ with a mean of 

2.22 and 47.0% indicating they sometimes accessed it for competitions. Product 

satisfaction (E7) was next with a mean of 2.21 and 48.0% indicating they sometimes 

accessed the company website for this information.  The information which was least 

sought was E16 (Organisational Hierarchy) with a mean of 1.66 and year plan (E19) 

with a mean of 1.62. In addition to these findings, all of this proves that social media 

is not just a form of amusement for Generation Y, but rather a platform where they can 

get all the information that they require about a company. This then is a way of showing 

companies that the type of content they provide online to its customers is of paramount 

importance. Consequently, when customers identify with a company that satisfies one 

or more of their key self-definitional needs there will be a strong bond or link between 

the company and the customer (Bhattacharya & Sen 2003:79).  

Section F contained a single question, which asked respondents whether they 

followed brands online. Yes was coded 1 and No was coded 2. The results are given 

in Table 4.6 

Table 4.6: Following brands online 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 163 81.5 81.9 81.9 

No 36 18.0 18.1 100.0 

Total 199 99.5 100.0  

Missing System 1 .5   

Total 200 100.0   
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The data in Table 4.6 indicates that 163 or 81.9% of the respondents said Yes to the 

item while only 36 (18.1%) said No. In line with literature, this generation group has a 

very unique attitude towards brand as they have been raised in a time where just about 

everything is branded thus effective dialogue with brands is essential to them. Even 

so, this generation group is by far the largest population group when compared to 

other generation today and companies should be aware that this group constantly 

contributes, searches for information on just everything and engages with brands on 

different social media platforms. Moreover, social media penetrates quickly and offers 

a lot of information, especially to Generation Y users as compared to traditional media. 

Contrary to the above, there are individuals who do not have any interest in brands as 

they find that brands do not appeal to them in any way (Lui 2007:21). Therefore 

respondents who answered Yes now had to answer sections G, H, I and J and those 

who answered No were asked to complete sections I and J only. As sections G, H and 

I were relevant to only those respondents who answered Yes the data was split by 

SPSS23.0 to meet this requirement. Hence only 163 respondents were appropriate 

for Section G.  

Section G contained 20 items asking a response for following a brand online on a four 

point scale, where 1 indicated strongly agree and 4 was for strongly disagree.  The 

PCA procedure using Oblimin rotation had a KMO of 0.830 and Bartlett’s sphericity of 

p<0.000 indicated that such a factor analytic procedure was plausible. The six first-

order factors explained 64.4% of the variance present. A second-order factor analysis 

which used the same criteria indicated one second order factor only. It was named 

‘Reasons for following brands online (FG2.0)’ and had a Cronbach reliability coefficient 

of 0.867. The distribution of data in this factor is shown in figure 4.4.  
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Figure 4.4: Data distribution of items in factor FG2.0 

The mean of 2.97 and median of 3.0 indicated that the 163 respondents agreed with 

the reasons provided for following the brands online. Respondent 62 did not answer 

this particular part of the questionnaire, which is indicated clearly in the boxplot as an 

outlier. Any mean score above 2.50 probably indicates partial agreement to agreement 

with the items. When surveying the mean scores of the 20 items G4, ‘They inform me 

about new products’ obtained the highest mean score (2.81), and respondents thus 

agreed that this was the main reason why they followed brands online. Evidently online 

customer satisfaction primarily depends on product or service introduction, lead-time, 

delivery speed and convenience. G5 (To keep up to date with the latest products 2.79) 

was second in mean rank and G11 (Good customer service) with a mean of 2.67 was 

third. This was followed by G13 (2.61) where the reason was that they had informative 

and entertaining content. Factually, the internet has turned into an impressive success 

story in recent years, which has led to continuous availability of information from 

different brands or companies as information can now be retrieved at any time and in 

turn influences the popularity of its other features, such as social media as a means 

of customer relations. In essence, a single incident or a number of incidents can 

damage a company’s reputation and erode public trust in its products or services 

hence customer service (even online), in many respects is the front line of public 

relations (Brown 2010:57).  
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The fifth highest mean score was obtained by item G3 with a mean of 2.60 dealing 

with ‘providing competitions online’. Item G1, with a mean of 2.57 was because ‘the 

company constantly updated their social media pages’ while G2 (2.56) gave the 

‘running of different promotions’ as a reason for following brands online. Item G15 had 

the lowest mean score (2.21). This score indicates partial disagreement to 

disagreement and as it has to do with ‘not sugar coating anything or hiding problems’ 

it should be a cause of concern for the company’s. Item G16 also dealt with ethical 

issues as it asked ‘if the companies were honest at all times’. A mean of 2.21 for this 

item indicates partial disagreement tending to disagreement. Respondents are thus 

possibly concerned about the ethical issues of following brands online; and companies 

who make use of brand promotion or advertising online should take note of this.   

Section H of the questionnaire probed possible reasons as to why individuals stopped 

using brands online. The PCA procedure followed by Varimax rotation resulted in one 

factor only. It was named ‘Reasons why I stopped following brands online’ (FH1.0), 

contained seven items, which explained 50.82% of the variance present indicating 

high correlation (r=0.71) between items. It had a Cronbach reliability coefficient of 

0.837 and the data distribution in this factor is shown in figure 4.5. 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Data distribution of items in factor FH1.0 

The mean score of 2.78 and median of 2.86 indicates that the respondents tended 

towards agreeing with the reasons present in the factor. All mean scores were over 

2.50 indicating that respondents tended to agree with all the reasons provided. 
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However, they agreed most strongly with item H4, which had “over communication” as 

the reason for stopping following brands online. It is evident that Generation Y 

members can instantly change their perception about a specific company or brand 

thus unfollow the brand based on what the company does and does not do online 

(Smaisiene & Juceviciul 2010:91). Therefore communication has become a multi-

disciplinary vision that involves the expertise and practice of multiple communication 

disciplines, which includes the dissemination of information to the relevant 

stakeholders aimed at creating a favourable relationship with their customers 

(Fombrun & Van Riel 2007:25). Thus online communication management should be 

seen as an ongoing reputation management process hence companies need to 

understand how Generation Y consumers engage with brands online. The mean 

scores of the seven items their standard deviations and mean rank are given in Table 

4. 7. 

Table 4.7: Reasons for un-following brands online  

Mean scores, standard deviations and mean ranks in factor FH1.0  

No.  
I stopped following brands online 
because: 

N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Mean 
rank 

H1 
They delete negative comments from their 
wall 

163 2.88 .82 2 

H2 
The brand acted irresponsibly several 
times 

163 2.59 .81 7 

H3 Irrelevant and boring content 163 2.63 .75 6 

H4 
Over communication (get too many 
messages) 

163 2.95 .77 1 

H5 Not enough engagement 163 2.74 .83 5 

H6 Do not update their online pages 163 2.84 .87 3 

H7 Never reply to customers complaints. 163 2.82 .94 4 

All respondents were requested to answer the 18 items in Section 1. The PCA and 

varimax rotation had a KMO value of 0.77 with Bartlett’s sphericity of p<0.000 

indicating that factor analysis would produce a more parsimonious number of factors. 
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The first-order procedure resulted in five factors, which explained 59.84% of the 

variance present. The second-–order procedure resulted in one factor only which was 

named ‘Participation in activities with brands during social networking FH2.0’. It had a 

Cronbach reliability coefficient of 0.843 and the data distribution is shown in figure 4.6. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 4.6: Data distribution of items in factor FI1.0 

The mean of 2.0 and median of 2.11 indicates that the respondents sometimes 

involved themselves with the activities with brands during social networking. The items 

with the 10 highest mean scores is given in Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8: Participation in online activities  

The 10 items with the highest mean scores in factor FI2.0 

No 

When on social networking I 

participate in the following activities 

with brands: 

N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Mean 

Rank 

I.1 Viewing brand related pictures 200 2.43 .54 1 

I.2 Viewing brand related videos 200 2.24 .67 4 

I.3 Sharing brand related pictures 200 2.04 .74 8 

I.5 Posting comments about brand related 

products 
200 2.05 .69 7 

I.12 Recommend the product to others 

online 
200 2.04 .72 8 

 I.13 Share brand posts with other online 200 2.00 .75 10 

I.14 Click on the "like" for the brand related 

posts 
200 2.30 .65 3 

I.15 Make comparisons of different brands 200 2.21 .65 5 

I.16 Read up more about a brand 200 2.38 .67 2 

I.18 Rate the products 200 2.13 .76 6 

 

The data in Table 4.8 shows that respondents sometimes engaged with the 10 listed 

activities with brands during social networking. As more and more Generation Y 

consumers are using online communication to engage with brands, its impact on 

companies has become stronger since information can be disseminated quickly. 

‘viewing brand related pictures’ (I1) was rated the highest.   Item I.11 had the lowest 

mean score of 1.70 indicating that respondents probably only engaged occasionally 

with giving advice on how to improve a product. This could possibly indicate good 



69 
 

social behaviour on the part of respondents as criticising online is possibly seen as a 

contentious issue. 

Brands that have an active social media page can also promote or advertise their 

products online by presenting visuals and sound effects.  Such social media pages 

have interesting capabilities that enable Generation Y members to select, like and 

share information with others as now almost anyone with a broadband internet 

connection or a smartphone can share ideas, data and opinions with just about anyone 

else on the planet (O’Connor 2013:470). Therefore it is highly important for companies 

or brands to practise public relations by using all forms of corporate communication to 

the best of their ability including the internet and web base media.  

Section J contained 21 items which probed the perceptions of respondents about 

online reputation management. The items were presented on a four-point scale where 

1 was Strongly Disagree and 4 was Strongly Agree. The KMO value of 0.812 with 

Bartlett’s sphericity of p<0.000 indicated that factor analysis would result in a more 

parsimonious grouping into factors. All items had communalities greater than 0.50. 

Hence the PCA with Varimax rotation resulted in six first-order factors, which explained 

60.85% of the variance present. A second-order procedure using the same criteria 

resulted in one factor only which was named ‘Online reputation management’ (FJ2.0). 

It explained 44.3% of the variance present and had a Cronbach reliability coefficient 

of 0.842. The distribution of the data is shown in figure 4.7. 
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Figure 4.7: Data distribution of items in factor FJ2.0 

The mean score 3.05 with the same median value is a strong indication of normally 

distributed data. Respondents thus agreed with the aspects related to online 

reputation management. The 10 items with the highest mean scores obtained are 

presented in Table 4.9. 
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Table 4.9: It matters what brands do online  

The 10 items with the highest mean scores in factor FJ2.0 

No It matters to me: N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Mean 

Rank 

J6 If the company provides comprehensive 

information about their product 
200 3.20 .73 6 

J7 If the company responds promptly to complaints 

online 
200 3.29 .81 2 

J8 If I can purchase my favourite brands online 200 3.14 .81 10 

J9 If the brand updates online content regularly 200 3.26 .74 3 

J10 If the brand advertises online 200 3.32 .71 1 

J11 If the brand is environmentally friendly 200 3.21 .78 5 

J12 If the brand engages in dialogue with customers 

online 
200 3.16 .72 8 

J14 I trust the information that brands post online 

about themselves 
200 2.87 .83 8 

J15 If the company that owns the brand treats their 

employees fairly 
200 3.20 .82 6 

J20 That I engage with brands that does what it 

says (vision and mission) 
200 3.14 .78 10 

J21 If the company provides comprehensive 

information about their services 
200 3.26 .72 3 

 

The data in Table 4.9 shows that Item J10 ‘If the brand advertises online’ (3.32) had 

the highest mean score. Ninety one percent (91.0%) of the respondents indicated that 
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they agreed and strongly agreed that it mattered to them that the brand advertises 

online. Items J7 ‘If the company responds promptly to complaints online’ with a mean 

of 3.29 and item J9 ‘If the brand updates online content regularly’ with a mean of 3.26 

were also ranked highly. In general, Generation Y members that attach themselves to 

brands often need to feel valued according to the lifestyle they lead. Therefore brand 

advertisers, especially on social media platforms regularly appeal to Generation Y’s 

need to feel appreciated.  

Moreover, a company’s reputation is constantly influenced by ever-changing trends in 

the industry and also by the interaction with different stakeholders.  Companies must 

also be aware that the ongoing development of new technology has allowed 

customers to post their complaints online. This enables the post to go viral and be 

seen by anyone with internet access at any time. Therefore it is essential for 

companies to be proactive and be able to manage their online communication 

strategies and engage in dialogue with this generation group. As dialogue involves 

creating a climate in which one is not only encouraged to participate by engaging in 

two-way communication but their perception, complaints or suggestions are also 

greatly facilitated by effective and prompt response (Kent & Taylor 2002:27). This 

generation group very much wants to engage with brands that give prompt response 

to any complaints thus it matters to them how long it takes for a company to respond 

to any query or complaint. 

However, the item with the lowest mean of 2.64 was J19 (It matters to me if a brand 

deletes negative comments from their social media page) indicates partial 

disagreement with the item. There were 38.5% of respondents who disagreed and 

strongly disagreed with this item. Nevertheless, one would also expect a difference 

between respondents who indicated that they do follow brands online and those who 

indicated that they do not follow brands online with respect to this item, namely ‘if a 

brand deletes negative comments from their social media page’. The results of the 

independent groups t-test indicated that there was a statistically significant difference 

between the “yes” and “no” respondents regarding item J19 [t (197) =1.983’p<0.05; 

r=0.1]. These results thus confirm what one expects to find, namely that those who 

follow brands online agree statistically and significantly more strongly with it ‘mattered 

to them whether brands deleted negative comments from their social media page’. 

However, brand must be aware that social media possesses a powerful threat to a 
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company’s reputation if not managed properly. Hence reputation dictates how people 

or customers behave and in whom they place their trust. Once trust is gone it is very 

difficult to regain and in some cases its loss is irredeemable. 

Having discussed the various sections in the questionnaire it is now necessary to 

investigate possible associations between the dependent variables (factors) and the 

independent variables.  

4.4 INFERENTIAL ANALYSIS FOR SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 

INDEPENDENT GROUPS IN THE SAMPLE  

As factors (dependent variables) in Sections F, D and J applied to all respondents they 

will be analysed first to see if possible significant associations were present with the 

independent variables in Section A. 

4.4.1 Two independent groups  

When two independent groups are involved then the independent t-test can be used 

to test for significant differences between the two gender groups (A1) involved. No 

statistically significant differences could be found between the gender groups with 

respect to factors F, D or J. The summarised results of the tests were: 

05075179102 .;.;..[  pXXFD FM ]; ].;.;..[ 05000298102  pXXFE FM ; 

].;.;..[ 05006304302  pXXFJ FM  

4.4.2 Following brands online (F1) 

Item F asked whether they followed brands online. There were two categories of 

response, namely 1(yes) or 2 (No). Sections G, H, I and J had to be answered by 

these respondents. Hence it seems pertinent to test these factors to see if there are 

any significant differences between them.  The basic descriptive statistics for these 

tests are given in table 4.10. 
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Table 4.10: Mean scores and standard deviations: FD2.0, FE2.0, FI2.0 and FJ2.0 

Factors 
Brands 

online 
Mean 

t-test 

(p-value) 

Effect 

Size(r) 

FD2.0 Use of online sites to 

access brand related content 

Yes 1.78 0.06 - 

No 1.67 

FE2.0 - Information accessed 

from company website 

Yes 2.03 0.007** 0.39 

No 1.82 

FI2.0 - Participating in activities 

during social networking 

Yes 2.09 0.000** 0.23 

No 1.82 

FJ2.0. Online reputation 

management 

Yes 3.08 0.075 - 

No 2.92 

 

** = Statistically significant at the 1% level (p<0.01) 

Effect size – 0.1 to 0.29 = small; 0.30 – 0.49 = moderate; 0.50 + = Large    

The data in Table 4.10 indicates that in all four factors involved, the respondents who 

answered Yes that they followed brands online, had higher mean scores than those 

who said No. In the information accessed from the company website factor (FD2.0) 

those respondents who answered Yes had a statistically significantly higher mean 

score (2.03) than those who answered No. The effect size was moderate (0.3) 

indicating the importance of their answers as this measures the strength of the 

relationship between variables (Field 2009:56). Hence the information in Section E of 

the questionnaire by those who answered Yes is deemed as more important to them 

than to those who answered No. Those respondents who said that they do follow 

brands online also had a statistically significantly higher mean score with respect to 

participation in activities during social networking (FI2.0). The effect size was small.  
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4.4.3 Three or more independent groups  

Three or more independent groups can be tested using Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA).  

Age groups (A2)  

With respect to the three age groups serving as independent variables no statistically 

significant differences could be found. The results of the ANOVA were: 

].;.),(.;.;..[

].;.),(;.;.;..[

].;.),(;.;.;..[
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Occupation 

There were four original categories (Student, Employed, Unemployed and Other) but 

no responses were received in the ‘Other category’. No statistically significant 

differences could be found between the remaining three independent groups. The 

results of the ANOVA were: 
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4.5 MULTIPLE REGRESSION USING “ONLINE REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 

(FJ2.0)” AS THE OUTCOME VARIABLE 

As all respondents had to answer sections D, E, H, I and J this researcher investigated 

which of these predicting factors would serve as the best predictor for “online 

reputation management (FJ2.0)”. The multiple regression procedure in SPSS 23.0 

was utilised for this. The appropriate equation for this would be: 

(FJ2.0) = constant + β1 (FD2.0) + β2 (FE2.0) + β3 (FI2.0) 

Where FJ2.0 represented online reputation management (the outcome) and the Beta 

coefficients (β) were the values obtained from the multiple regression for each of the 

predictors (FD2, FE2 and FI2). The appropriate model had the following significant 

values: 
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F (3,196) = 19.79; p<0.0005; Durbin-Watson = 1.785. The model also indicated that 

only FE2.0 and FI2.0 were significant predictors for online reputation management 

(FJ2.0). The best predictor was FE 2.0 (β=+0.283) followed by FI2.0 (β=+0.273). 

Hence aspects on the company website, such as social media pages, pricing, 

competitions, and prompt response, regular online brand updates, engaging in 

dialogue with customers, online advertisements and trust are important aspects in 

predicting online reputation management.  

4.6 CONCLUSION  

The researcher observed that due to the dynamic environment we are living in today, 

Generation Y members have been influenced persistently on a consistent basis by the 

mass media. The data analysis above demonstrates how Generation Y has now taken 

up the trend of following, interacting with brands and buying their favorite brands 

online. This notion is supported by the data, stating that 81.9% of the respondents in 

this study follow brands online and only a low of 18.1% do not follow brands online, 

view brand related pictures and read more about the brand on a consistent basis. This 

then shows that it is important for brands to constantly use social media to 

communicate with Generation Y members as they seem to be continuously online. 

A further 91% of the respondents indicate that it matters to them what the brand 

advertises online with 78% using Facebook and 69.0% indicating that they often 

access information about the company from their website. This indicates the global 

trend of brands being approved and in the public eye on a daily basis. On online 

reputation management of brands it is of great importance that brands are always in 

touch with Generation Y members and work tirelessly to address any concerns they 

might have. As indicated from the data that ‘If companies respond promptly to 

complaints online’ it matters to the Generation Y members with a mean of 3.26 being 

ranked the second factor among other items. If some of their concerns are not met, 

most Generation Y members can resort to the spreading of malicious information that 

can damage a brand’s reputation as they might feel as though they are not being taken 

very seriously. This is the reason why companies should now respond very quickly to 

respondents online.  
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CHAPTER 5  

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The main focus of the previous chapter was to discuss the empirical results in which 

the findings of the study were analysed and interpreted. The purpose of the study was 

to do an analysis on how Generation Y in the Vaal region use corporate 

communication sources in order to engage with brands online. This choice of 

respondents was chosen because of the growing importance of Generation Y as a 

consumer force, therefore it is essential to understand how its members engage with 

brands using online communication. This chapter therefore gives an overview of the 

study, focusing on the main objectives, conclusions and recommendations, as well as 

its limitations and value.  

Theoretical and empirical objectives were formulated in order to achieve the main 

purpose of this study, which are as follows: 

5.1.1 Theoretical objectives   

The theoretical objectives of the study were to: 

 conduct a literature review on online corporate communication in order to 

establish the state of current knowledge on the use of online communication 

by organisations; 

 conduct a literature review on Generation Y members, their media habits 

and how they engage with brands; and 

 conduct a literature review on the resources dependence theory, dialogue 

theory, reputation management and the conceptual framework (figure 1.1) 

in order to operationalise the concept of reputation for the purpose of 

constructing the questionnaire.  

The theoretical objects of this study were achieved in Chapter 2, which mainly focused 

and elaborated more on specific aspects essential in achieving the main purpose of 

this study.  In this chapter, major concepts such as the importance of corporate 

communication, the use of online communication by Generation Y, the resources 

dependence and dialogue theory and reputation management are discussed. It was 

then concluded that Generation Y has access to different social networks hence the 
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immense likes that were found online allows them to be more interactive with brands 

online.  

5.1.2 Empirical objectives 

The following empirical objectives were set at the beginning of the study:  

 to ascertain the ways in which Generation Y in Vaal region uses the online 

corporate communication to engage with the brands; 

 to determine how the online corporate communication sources influence 

Generation Y consumers’ perceptions of organisational reputation in the 

Vaal region; and 

 to identify which factors of corporate reputation management are important 

to Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region. 

These objectives were achieved in Chapter 4 where the results of the empirical study 

were analysed and interpreted. The results were analysed so as to find out how 

Generation Y in the Vaal region uses online communication when engaging with 

brands. In this chapter, frequency tables and graphs are used to display a summarised 

description of the independent variables constructed in Section I of the structured 

questionnaire (gender, age group and occupation). Analysis of variation (ANOVA) was 

also used. 

5.2 DISCUSSION 

During the study, the following research questions were answered: 

5.2.1 How do Generation Y members in the Vaal region use online sources in 

order to engage in dialogue with brands?  

Online sources are the tools most frequently used by respondents when accessing 

information about brands, as shown in Table 4.4.  Young people aged 18-30 rely the 

most for brand communication on the online platforms. Figure 4.1, however, shows 

that as age becomes greater, accessing online sources for information about brands 

decreases as only 12% of those 30-35 obtain most of the brand information from online 

sources. This indicates that from the perspective of brands, when communicating with 

older consumers, traditional channels are still very relevant. Furthermore, Table 4.5 

indicates that respondents most often claim that they use smartphones to access 
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content online followed by laptops and tablets. The findings of this study then show 

that online sources are the most popular sources of brand information and brand 

engagement among Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region. The wide use and 

the appeal of social media among Generation Y consumers in Vaal region, which 

corresponds with worldwide trends (Smith & Caruso 2010), indicates that 

organisations need to pay close attention about what and how they communicate 

brand related content online, as dialogue involves organisations creating a climate in 

which their stakeholders are not only encouraged to participate in two – way 

communication but their participation and input is also greatly facilitated by the 

organisation (Kent & Taylor 2002:27). 

Facebook is the leading social media platform preferred by Generation Y members in 

the Vaal Region to cater for their communication needs but it is also a global leader. 

Facebook is used as an online site to interact with brands obtained the highest mean 

of 2.72 (78.0%), indicating that most respondents often use it. Even on an international 

level one of the most popular and frequently used online sites amongst both young 

people and adults is Facebook (Smith & Caruso 2010).  

Websites are one of the most popular organisational online communication tools, 

therefore it was important to establish how Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region 

use company websites. Sixty nine percent (69%) of the respondents indicated that 

they often accessed information about the company or brand from the company 

website. The main reasons for accessing websites listed by the respondents was to 

get information about pricing (45%), and for competitions (67%) and 48 % of 

respondents indicated that they access the information about product satisfaction 

(48%). The information that was least sought was about organisational hierarchy with 

a mean of 1.66 and year plan with a mean of 1.62. Other items that frequently feature 

on company websites, such as information about company structure, management 

related information, financial information and press releases were the least popular 

items among the Generation Y consumer.  

Conversely, online communication is a platform where Generation Y seek mainly 

product-related information rather than information about the company in general.   

According to Gorry and Westbrook (2009:196), customers, especially Generation Y 

often use the organisation’s website to get to know more about the product before 

associating themselves with the brand. Based on findings from this study, Generation 
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Y customers in the Vaal region go to a company’s website in order to find out the price 

of products and services, to enter competitions and to see comments and ratings 

about product satisfaction. The research revealed that Generation Y consumers in the 

Vaal region (81.9%) tend to follow their favourite brands, which means that social 

media are a powerful tool of stakeholder engagement, hence companies must be 

aware of the reasons why stakeholders follow the brands in order to formulate precise 

communication strategies that address diverse needs of the customers. 

Being informed about new products obtained the highest mean score (2.81),  while 

being kept up to date with the latest products was the second highest reason with the 

mean of 2.79, which falls as cognitive aspects of this generation. Good customer 

service with a mean of 2.67 was the third reason followed by informative and 

entertaining content (emotional need) with a mean of 2.61. A company’s constantly 

updating their social media page had a mean of 2.56. This then means that in terms 

of following brands online, the product information is the most important followed by 

customer service, and the entertainment value of online communication is also 

important to Generation Y customers. Therefore bearing reference to the resource 

dependence theory organisations must also be aware of both the tangible and 

intangible resources such as goodwill, reputation, product, customer satisfaction and 

brand loyalty as they all play a major role in the survival of the organisation (Pfeffer 

1882).  At the same time boring and not regularly updated content was cited as a one 

of reason for unfollowing the brand, which indicates the power of emotional and social 

factors in online communication. This indicates that it is not only the content but also 

the manner in which organisations communicate online is important. Organisations 

when communicating with Generation Y consumers need to utilise the characteristics 

of the social media.  

However, when communicating directly with the consumers the organisations should 

avoid messages too often, as over communication was named as the main reason for 

unfollowing the brand. In addition, it should be remembered that as much it is easy to 

follow the brand on social media it is just as easy to unfollow brands when customers 

are not satisfied with what the company has online. The section of the questionnaire 

dealing with unfollowing the unfollowing the brands showed a mean score of 2.78 and 

median of 2.86,  indicating that the respondents tended towards agreeing with the 

reasons  present in the factors for unfollowing,  Therefore companies, including public 
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relations practitioners and the communications departments must be aware of factors 

such as: over communicates, failure to update online page, deleting negative 

comments, not replying to complaints, posting irrelevant and boring content and not 

engaging with its customers online; all factors that lead to customers unfollowing 

brands online. 

The results of the study are consistent with studies on online media used elsewhere. 

For example, a study conducted Spain in 2014 found that people’s use of online 

communication are the following (Garcia-Martin & Garcia-Sanchez 2015:686): 

 Cognitive:  As in searching for and the exchange of information 

 Emotional: As in communication with others, satisfaction or self-affirmation 

 Social: As in interaction, empathy, the need for recognition and the   

            sense of belonging to a group or social identity. 

Just like elsewhere in the world Generation Y customers see cognitive rewards in 

online communication. As explained above, factual communication about the product 

is one of the highest rated reasons as to why this group follows brands online.  Thus 

good customer service also plays a major role, which includes responding to customer 

complaints, and providing accurate product information. Based on the finding and in 

line with literature, the way a company treats its customers is essential to the 

Generation Y as they want to be treated as part and parcel of a company and with 

respect, hence good customer service should be the front line of online 

communication.  

Generation Y loyalty is particularly important because if an organisation is able to 

make Generation Y consumers loyal to their brand then the benefits of the organisation 

can increase as this segment becomes more powerful. Brand loyalty is sometimes 

used as the basis for segmentation.  Marketers and public relations practitioners often 

try to identify the characteristics of their brand loyal customers so that they can 

promote their promotional efforts to the relevant people through a  different 

communication platform, which benefits the organisation as the populations, easily 

identified, bases their loyalty for the brand (Nawaz & Usman 2011:213). Moreover 

Pfeffer (1982) further stated that intangible resources in this instance (brand loyalty) 

directly affect the ability for an organisation to achieve its goals as well as its survival 

therefore organisations must use the resource dependence theory as a reference.  
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Edelman (2011:7) believes that social media provides companies with a tool for 

building trust by providing the relevant information in a way that resonates with the 

target audience. This may mean that the customer will no longer be as engaged with 

the brand as they were before; they may even move on to other brands as trust and 

loyalty would not exist anymore. Therefore it is imperative for companies to consider 

the need of Generation Y when engaging online as they do follow a brand online for 

specific reasons.   

The study found 10 top activities which respondents participate in with brands during 

social networking.  Viewing brand related pictures was rated the highest with a mean 

of 2.43 and the lowest was advising brands on how to improve products with a mean 

of 1.70. The respondents confirmed engagement in such activities as sharing and 

posting brand communication online, including brand related videos and pictures as 

well as recommending products to others, thus making the Generation Y consumers 

a powerful force in contributing to brand reputation. Social media pages have 

capabilities that enable Generation Y members to select, like and share information 

with others as now almost anyone with a broadband internet connection or a 

smartphone can share photographs and information with just about anyone else on 

the planet (O’Connor 2013:470). In addition, based on this finding Generation Y 

members rely a lot on visual communication therefore public relations and 

communication departments should include a lot of visual communication when 

engaging with this group.  

The result of this study are somewhat similar to those of a study that was conducted 

in USA where it was found that people primarily used social media to keep in touch 

with friends, to join shared interest groups, to organise a particular event, to look and 

share photographs (Joinson 2008:1029) and in terms of study (Garcia-Martin & 

Garcia-Sanchez (2015:686) corresponded with the social aspects of online media use.  

5.2.2 How do online corporate communication sources influence Generation Y 

consumers’ perceptions of organisational reputation in the Vaal region? 

The study revealed that ninety one percent (91%) of the respondents agreed and 

strongly agreed that it matters to them that the brand advertises online. Second with 

a mean of 3.29 if the ‘company responds promptly to complaints online’, indicates the 

importance of customer service to brand reputation. The main idea that emerges from 
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the dialogue theory of public relations is that there should be dialogue between the 

company and its external publics, which means that the company must disseminate 

information that will be of benefit to both them and their stakeholders (Anderson 

1994:93).   If brands updated online content regularly with a mean of 3.26 was also 

ranked highly. If the brand engages in dialogue with its customers had a mean score 

of 3.16, which indicates that the effort that companies put into consumer engagement 

through dialogue contributes strongly to corporate reputation in the view of Generation 

Y consumers. The item with the lowest mean of 2.24 ‘it matters to me if a brand deletes 

negative comments from their social media page’ indicating partial disagreement with 

the item. Thirty-eight point five percent (38.5%) of the respondents disagreed and 

strongly disagreed with this item. It is then evident that those who do follow brands 

online agree statistically and significantly with it, ‘that it matters to them whether brands 

deletes negative comments from their social media page’. Based on the findings and 

in line with literature it is evident that communication has become a multi-disciplinary 

vision that involves the expertise and practice of multiple communication disciplines, 

which includes the dissemination of information to the relevant people aimed at 

creating a favourable relationship with them (Van Riel & Fombrun 2007:25). Having 

said that one can assume that the reason for companies to delete negative comments 

from their website might be that they want to protect their image as now the effective 

way in which they communicate with Generation Y members is through online 

communication.  

5.2.3 Which factors of online communication behaviour are important to 

Generation Y consumers in the Vaal region? 

The Fombrun and Van Riel’s model of reputation, was founded in 2005-2006,  which 

helps in measuring reputation within organisations was used to formulate questions 

related to reputation factors.  In this study, 91% of the respondents stated that it 

matters to them if a brand advertises online thus one can then say that if a brand 

engages with Generation Y members and does not advertise any of their products 

online, chances are they will unfollow the brand, which in turn will have a detrimental 

impact on the company’s reputation as they will start following another brand online. 

This indicates that up-to-date products and service information are the biggest factor 

contributing to corporate reputation among Generation Vaal consumers in the Vaal 

region.  On the other hand, the factors inherently related to the nature of social media 
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such as interactivity, timeliness, and visual appeal were also important factors 

influencing reputation. In addition, it was established in the study that the factors such 

as being friendly with the environment and treating employees fairly were also 

important for the Generation Y consumers, although the financial performance and 

management information were not a priority for them. Companies therefore must 

ensure that public relations practitioners who manage their social media pages are 

aware of consumers’ expectations and online communication needs in order to build 

a good reputation. Moreover, if a company does not fully comprehend and understand 

the online behaviour and attitude of Generation Y members it will eventually lead to 

reputation damage rather than customer engagement. 

Conversely, as used in this study the dialogue theory states that organisations must 

make sure they have two-way communication with the stakeholders on a regular basis 

as this promotes goodwill between both parties in case of a crisis. One of the questions 

asked in this section that had a high mean score of 3, 16  indicated that it matters to 

generation Y consumers in the Vaal region if brands engage in dialogue with its 

customers online. This is consistent with Molleda’s (2010:225) assertions that it is 

important for companies to build and maintain two-way communication with 

Generation Y consumers while communicating transparently and authentically in order 

to gain their trust. This clearly proves that Generation Y wants constant online 

engagement with brands in order to get more information about a specific product and 

services. Furthermore, if this is not done accordingly the company’s reputation it can 

significantly affect members of the Generation Y group in not wanting to associate 

themselves with the brand in any way whatsoever. In conclusion, organisations must 

ensure that the public relations practitioners have the necessary expertise and 

knowledge to manage an organisation’s communication strategy, which includes 

managing their online communication which, if not handled properly can affect the 

company’s reputation. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS WITH REGARDS TO FUTURE RESEARCH  

 It will be interesting to conduct this study in other parts of South Africa with the 

same generation group to see whether the finding will be similar or different.  

 There is also a need for broader research amongst different generation groups not 

only in the Vaal Region but in South Africa as a whole. 
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 There is a need for a qualitative study to see in depth the motivation for certain 

online behaviours and opinions. 

5.4 VALUE OF THE STUDY  

Companies that use online communication as well as those that do not will benefit 

from this study as it would give them an indication as to how Generation Y members 

in the Vaal region use the online media to engage with brands, and what are their 

online brand engagement habits and expectations.  They can also get some insights 

into how online communication influences the corporate reputation among generation 

Y consumers in the Vaal region. 

5.5 LIMITATIONS  

The main limitation of this study is that the sample was not representative as three 

quarters of the respondents were students. In addition, only three main centres in the 

Vaal region were targeted, namely Vanderbijlpark, Sebokeng and Evaton, while other 

towns, townships and settlements of the Vaal region were excluded in the study. 

5.6 CONCLUSION  

The purpose of the study was to analyse how Generation Y in the Vaal region use 

corporate communication sources in order to engage with brands online. The findings 

point out that not only a large number of Generation Y members follow brands online, 

but also shows that this generation views, comments, and requires constant feedback 

and interaction with the brands that they follow online. It is therefore of paramount 

importance for companies to start maintaining an ongoing use of different social media 

platforms when engaging with this group as dialogue plays a significant role on an 

organisations reputation and its survival more especially when engaging with 

Generation Y members as they are constantly online and require brands or companies 

to constantly communicate with them using different social media platforms. In order 

for the online communication to be a positive tool for stakeholder engagement and 

reputation building the organisations must pay attention to the content, process and 

form of communication.  

Moreover, a company’s reputation is constantly influenced by ever-changing trends in 

the industry and also by the interaction with different stakeholders. Thus, online 

communication management should be seen as an ongoing reputation management 
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process and in order to manage its reputation effectively an organisation must 

understand what Generation Y consumers want and need from brands. It is very 

important for company’s or brands to be proactive and be able to manage their online 

media platforms. Companies must always be aware of the fact that engagement is 

one of the features of dialogue and therefore when communicating with Generation Y 

members online engagement is the most preferred form of communication by this 

group as they grew up during the time of computers and the internet thus they are 

techno savvy. This generation is defined by the Internet and have progressive 

technological knowledge and proficiency that means they can be able to use various 

social media platforms to communicate with just about anyone in the world hence 

dialogues must be maintained with them as they have so much influence because of 

the information they disseminate among themselves about a company. 

In as much as companies must focus on being interactive in the form of two-way online 

communication they must not in any way turn a blind eye or overlook the important 

aspect of resource dependence. The resources that companies are reliant upon are 

both tangible and intangible and includes elements such as brand loyalty, product, 

money, customer satisfaction and reputation among others. These resources 

contribute to the day to day running of organisations and if not handled or managed 

properly they will have a detrimental effect on the organisation’s reputation which will 

in turn affect the survival of the organisation.  

  



87 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

ABRATT, R. & KLEYN, N. 2012. Corporate identity, corporate branding and 

corporate reputation: integration and implementation. European Journal of 

Marketing, 46(78):1048-1063. 

ALBERTS, P. 2010. How the Internet Affects Traditional Media. [Online] Available 

from http://ezinearticles.com/?How-the-Internet-Affects-

TraditionalMedia&id=3755210 [Accessed: 2014-08-14]. 

AILAWADI, K.L., LEHMANN, D.R. & NESLIN, S.A. 2003. Revenue premium as an 

outcome measure of brand equity. Journal of Marketing, 67(1):1-18. 

ANDERSON, R. 1994. Anonymity, presence and the dialogical self in a technological 

culture.  Public Relations Review, 5(2):91-110. 

ANDREASSENC, W. & LINDESTAD, B. 1998. Customer loyalty and complex 

services. The impact of corporate image on quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty 

for customers with varying degrees of service expertise. International Journal of 

Service Industry Management, 9(1):7-23. 

ANDZULIS, J.M., PANAGOPOULOS, G.N. & RAPP. A. 2012. A review of social 

media and implications for the sales process. Journal of Personal Selling & Sales 

Management, 6(3):305-316. 

ARGENTI, P.A. & DRUCKENMILLER, B. 2004. Reputation and the corporate brand. 

Corporate Reputation Review, 10(6):374-468. 

AULA, P. 2011. Meshworked reputation: Publicists on the reputational views on the 

reputational impacts of online communication. Public Relations Review, 37(1):28-36. 

AVIDAR, R. 2009. Social media: societal culture and Israeli public relation. Public 

Relations Review, 35:437-439. 

BALMER, J.M.T 2009 "Corporate marketing: apocalypse, advent and 

epiphany". Management Decision, 47(4):544-572. 

BALMER, J.M.T. & GREYSER, S.A. 2006. Raising the corporate marketing 

umbrella. Journal of Brand Management, 6(11):1-19. 

BALMER, J.M.T., & GRAY, E.R. 2003. Corporate brands: what are they? What of 

them? European Journal of Marketing, 37(7):972-997. 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Balmer%2C+John+MT


88 
 

BARNETT, M.L., JERMIER, J.M. & LAFFERETY, B.A. 2006. Corporate reputation: 

the definitional landscape. Corporate Reputation Review, 9(1):26-38. 

BAUER, H. H., GRETHER, M. and LEACH, M. 2002. Building customer relations 

over the Internet. Industrial Marketing Management, 31(2):155-163. 

BERNSTEIN, D. 2009. Rhetoric and reputation: some thoughts on corporate 

dissonance, Management Decision, 47(4):603-615. 

BEUKMAN, T.L. 2005. Research methodology and design. Pretoria: University of 

Pretoria. [Online]. Available at: http://www.upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/available/etd-

1182005/unrestiricted /08chapter8.pdf. Accessed on: 24/05/2014. 

BHATTACHARY, C.B. & SEN, S. 2003. Consumer – company identification: a 

framework for understanding consumers’ relationship with companies. Journal of 

Marketing, 67(2):76-88. 

BOLTON, R.N, PARASURAMAN, A., & HOEGNAGELS, A. 2013. Understanding 

generation y and their social media: a review and research agenda. Journal of 

service management, 24(3):245-267. 

BONINI, S., COURT, D., & MARCHI, A. 2009. Rebuilding corporate reputations. 

Mckinsey Quarterly, 3(1):75-83.  

BOTAN, C. & HAZELETON, V. 2009. Public relations theory ll. New York: 

Routledge. 

BOTHA, D., CHAKA, M., DU PLESSIS., KRAUSE, B., RAWJEE, V.P., PORTHEN, 

D., VEERASAMY, D. & WRIGHT, B. 2011. Public relations: fresh perspectives. 2nd 

ed. Cape Town: Pearson. 

BROWN, R. 2010. Reputation management. Business Information Review, 

27(1):56–64. 

BROWN, R.E. 2010. Symmetry and its critics: antecedents, prospects, and 

implications for symmetry and post symmetry era. In: R.L. Heath (ed.) The Sage 

Handbook of Public Relations. Los Angeles: Sage.  

BROWN, T.J, DACIN, P.A., PRATT, M.G. & WHETTEN, D.A. 2006. Identity, 

intended image, construed image and reputation: an inter disciplinary framework and 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Bernstein%2C+David


89 
 

suggested terminology. Journal of The Academy of Marketing Science, 33(2):99-

106. 

BUNTING, M. & LIPSKI, R.  2001. Drowned out? Rethinking corporate reputation 

management. Journal of Communication Management, 5(2):180-188. 

BUSH, A.J., MARTIN, C.A. & BUSH, V.D. 2003. Sports celebrity influence on the 

behavioural intentions of generation y. Journal of Advertising Research, 44(1):108-

118. 

CANT, M.C., STRYDOM, J.W., JOOSTE, C.J. & DU PLESSIS. 2007. Marketing, 5th 

ed. Cape Town: Juta. 

CASCIARO, T., & PISKORSKI, M.J. 2005. Power imbalance, mutual dependence 

and constraint absorption: a close look at resource dependence theory. 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 50(1):167-199. 

Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR). 2014. 

http://www.philipsheldrake.com/2011/11/public-relations-defined-%E2%80%93-the-

anatomy-of-a-candidate-definition-ver-0-2/ 

CHIENG, F.Y.L. & LEE, G.C. 2011. Customer based brand equity: a literature 

review. Journal of Arts, Science and Commerce, 33-42. 

CHRISTENSEN, L.T. & CORNELISSEN, J. 2011. Management Communication 

Quarterly, Journal of Communication Management, 25(3):383-414. 

CHRISTENSEN, L.T., MORSING., M. & CHENEY, G. 2008. Corporate 

communications: convention, complexity and critique. Los Angeles: Sage. 

COLLIS, J. & HUSSEY, R. 2009. Business research: a practical guide for 

undergraduate and postgraduate students. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

CRESWELL, J.W. 2014. Research design, 4th ed. London: Sage. 

CRESWELL, J.W. 2015. A concise introduction to mixed methods research.  Los 

Angeles: Sage. 

CUTLIP, S.M., CENTER, A.H. & BROOM, G.M. 1994. Effective public relations. 7th 

ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice–Hill. 

DAVIES, M., & HUGHES, N. 2014. Doing a successful research project: Using 

qualitative or quantitative methods. 2nd ed. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 



90 
 

DAVIS, N.D. 2007. Corporate Reputation Management, The Wal-Mart Way: 

Exploring Effective Strategies in the Global Market Place. [Online]. Available at: http: 

/ /hdl .handle .net /1969 .1 /5687. Accessed on: 25/11/2015.  

DE LEEUW, E.D., HOX, J.J., & DILLMAN, D.A. 2008. International handbook of 

survey methodology: European association of methodology. New York: Taylor and 

Francis. 

DENSCOMBE, M. 2010. The good research guide. 4th ed. England: McGraw-Hill. 

DOWLING, G. 2006. Reputation risk: It is the boards ultimate responsibility. Journal 

of Business Strategy, 27(1):59-68. 

ECCLES, R.G., GRANT, R.M. & VANRIEL, C.B.M. 2007. Reputation and 

transparency: lessons from a painful period in public disclosure. Long Range 

Planning, 69(4):353-359. 

EDELMAN, D. 2010. Branding in the digital age. Harvard Business Review, 88(12): 

62–69. 

FIELD, A. 2009. Discovering Statistics using SPSS. 3rd ed. London: Sage.  

FOMBRUN, C., GARDBERG, N.A., & SEVER, J.M. 2000. The reputation quotient: A 

multi-stakeholder measure of corporate reputation, Journal of Brand Management, 

7(4):241-55. 

FOMBRUN, C.J. & VAN RIEL, C.B.M. 2004. Fame and fortune: how successful 

companies build winning reputations, New York: FT Press. 

FOMBRUN, C.J. 1996. Reputation: Realizing value from the corporate image, 

Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

FOMBRUN. C.J. 2005. RI insights: A world of reputation research, analysis and 

thinking: building corporate reputation through CSR initiatives. Corporate Reputation 

Review, 8:7-18. 

GODDARD, W., & MELVILLE, S. 2001. Research methodology: an introduction. 2nd 

ed. Lansdowne: Juta 

GOND, J., & MATTEN, D. 2007. Reconsidering the organisation, society interface: A 

pluralistic framework on corporate social responsibility. International centre for 

http://hdl.handle.net/1969.1/5687
http://hdl.handle.net/1969.1/5687


91 
 

corporate social responsibility ICCSR, research paper series. Nottingham university 

business school. 

GORRY, G.A., & WESTBROOK, R.A. 2009. Winning the internet confidence game. 

Corporate Reputation Review, 12(3):196-213.   

GOUTAM, C., VENKATESHA, R. & KOHLI, A.K. 2009. Proactive post sales service: 

when and why does it pay off. Journal of Marketing, 73(2):70-87. 

GRAY, P.S., WILLIAMSON, J.B., KARP, D.A., & DALPHIN, J.R. 2007. The research 

imagination: An introduction to qualitative and quantitative methods. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

GRAZIANO, A.M., & RAULIN, M.L. 2004. Research methods: a process of inquiry. 

5th ed. New York: Pearson. 

GROVES, R.M., FOWLER, F.J., COUPER, M.P., LEPKOWSKI, J.M., SINGER, E., & 

TOURANGEAN, R. 2004. Survey methodology. New Jersey: Wiley & Sons. 

GRUNIG, J. E., & HUNT, T. 1984.  Managing Public Relations. 6th ed. Orlando, FL: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

GRUNIG, J.E & GRUNIG, L.A. 1992. Models of public relations and communication. 

Excellence in public relations and communication management, Mahwah: Lawrence 

Erlbaum.  

GRUNIG, J.E., GRUNIG, L.A & EHLING, W.P. 1992. What is an effective 

organisation? Excellence in public relations and communication management, 

Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

GUBA, E.G. & LINCON, Y.S. 2005. Paradigmatic and emerging influences. 3rd  ed. 

Thousand Oaks: Sage 

GUNSON, C., & COLLINS. 1997. Discourse, ethics, identity and pragmatics of 

partnership. Communication Theory, 277:300. 

HATCH, M.J. & SCHULTZ, M. 2000. Scaling the tower of babel: relational 

differences between identity, image and culture in organisations. Expressive 

Organisations, Oxford: University Press. 

HEANEY, J.G. 2007. Generations X and Y’s internet banking usage in Australia, 

Journal of Financial Services Marketing, 11(3):196-210. 



92 
 

HILLENBRAND, C. & MONEY, K. 2007. Corporate responsibility and corporate 

reputation: two separate concepts or two sides of the same coin? Corporate 

Reputation Review, 10(4):261–277.  

HILLMAN, A.J., WITHERS, M.C. & COLLINS, B.J. 2009. Resource dependence 

theory: A review. Journal of Management, 35(3):469-502.  

HUANG, Y.H. 2010. A revisit of symmetrical communication from an international 

perspective: status, effect, and future research. The future of excellence in public 

relations and communication management, New York: Routledge. 

JANSEN, B.J., ZHANG, M., SOBEL, K. & CHOWDURY, A. 2009. Twitter power: 

tweets as electronic words of mouth. Journal of the American Society for Information 

Sciences and Technology, 60(11):2169-2188. 

KARADENIZ, M. 2009. Product positioning strategy in marketing management. 

Journal of Naval Science and Engineering, 5(2):98-110. 

KELLER, K.L. 2003. Strategic brand management. Upper Saddle River: NJ Prentice 

Hall. 

KENT, L.M. & TALYOR, M. 2002. Toward a dialogic theory of public relations. Public 

Relations Review, 28(1):21–37. 

KENT, M.L., TAYLOR, M, & WHITE.W. 2003. The relationship between web site 

design and organisational responsiveness to stakeholders. Public Relations Review, 

29(1):66-77. 

KEYTON, J., 2010. Communication research: asking questions, finding answers. 

2nd ed. McGraw-Hill: Glasgow. 

KREJCIE, R.V. & MORGAN, D.W. 1970. Determining sample size for research 

activities. Educational and Psychological Measurement, (30)607-610. 

LEDDY, P.D. & ORMROD, J.E. 2013. Practical Research planning and design.10th 

ed. Upper Saddle River, NS: Pearson. 

LEEDY, P.D. & ORMROD, J.E. 2010. Practical research planning and design. 9th 

ed. Upper Saddle River, NS: Pearson. 



93 
 

LINDSTROM, M. 2005. Giving your organisation spirit: An overview and call to action 

to directors on issues of corporate governance, corporate reputation and corporate 

responsibility. Journal of General Management, 3(1):2-42. 

LIU, Y. 2007. The long term impact of loyalty programmes on consumer purchase 

behaviour and loyalty. Journal of Marketing, 71(4):19-35. 

LUBBE, B.A & PUTH, G. 2008. Public relations in South Africa: A management 

reader. 8th ed. Sandton: Heinemann. 

MALAR, L., KROHMER, H. & NYFFENEGGERB, W.D. 2011. Emotional brand 

attachment and brand personality: the relative importance of the actual and the ideal 

self. Journal of Marketing, 75(4):35-52. 

MALMELIN, N. 2007. Communication capital modelling corporate communications 

as an organisational asset. Corporate Communication: An International Journal, 

12(3):298-310. 

MANGOLD, W.G. & FAULDS. D.J. 2009. Social media: The new hybrid element of 

the promotion mix. International Journal, 52(4):357-365. 

MANOHAR, B.M. 2011. How to make quality circle a success. Corporate 

Communication Journal, 12(3):320-331. 

MARQUEZ, A. & FOMBRUN, C.J. 2005. Measuring corporate social responsibility. 

Corporate Reputation Review, 1(7):304-308. 

MCALLISTER, S.M. & KENT, M.L. 2009. Dialogic public relations and resource 

dependence. 

MCCORKINDALE, T., & DISTATO, M.W. 2011. Like or unlike: How millennials are 

engaging in building relationships with organisations of facebook. Saint Louis. 

MELEWAR, T.C. & KARAOSMANOGLU. E. 2006. Seven dimensions of corporate 

identity a categorisation from the practitioners perspective. European Journal of 

Marketing. 40(78):846-869. 

MERKENS, H. 2004. Selection procedures, sampling, case construction. A 

Companion to Qualitative Research. London: Sage. 



94 
 

MOHAMAD, B., BAKAR, H.A.  & RAHMAN, N.A. 2007. Relationship between 

corporate identity and corporate reputation: A case of a Malaysian higher education 

sector.  Journal Management Pemasaran, 2(2):81-89. 

MOLLEDA, J.C. 2010. Authenticity and the constructs dimensions in public relations 

and communication research. Journal of Communication Management, 14(3):223-

236. 

NAWAZ, N.U. & USMAN, A. 2011. What makes customers brand loyal: a study on 

telecommunication sector of Pakistan. International Journal of Business and Social 

Science, 2(14):213-218. 

NEVILLE, B.A., BELL, S.J. & MENGUC, B. 2005. Corporate reputation, stakeholders 

and the social performance-financial performance relationship. European Journal of 

Marketing, 39(10):1184-1198. 

NORUSIS, M.J. 2010. PASW Statistics Guide to Data Analysis. Upper Saddle River, 

NJ: Prentice Hall. 

O’CONNOR, D. 2013. The apomediated world: regulating research when social 

media has changed research. Journal of Law, Medicine & Ethics, 2:470-483. 

PALFREY, J. & GASSER, U. 2008. Born digital: understanding the first generation of 

digital natives. New York: Basic Books. 

PARUM, E. 2006. Corporate governance and corporate identity. An International 

Review, 14(6):558-567. 

PFEFFER, J. & SALANICK, G.R. 1978. The external control of organisations: a 

resource dependence perspective. New York: Harper & Row. 

PFEFFER, J. 1982. Organisations and organisation theory, Marshfield MA: Pitman. 

PFEFFER, J. 1987. A resource dependence perspective on interorganizational 

relations,” Intercorporate Relations: The Structural Analysis of Business. Cambridge 

UK: Cambridge University Press, 25-55. 

PHAROAH, A. 2003. Corporate reputation: the boardroom challenge. Corporate  

Governance, 3(4):46-51. 

PHILLIPS, R.  & FREEMAN,R.E. WICKS, A.C. 2003. Stakeholder legitimacy: what 

stakeholder theory is not. Business Ethics Quarterly. 13(1):25-41.  



95 
 

PONZI, L.J., FOMBRUN, C.J. & GARDBERG, N.A. 2011. Conseputalizing and 

validating a short form measure of corporate reputation. Corporate Reputation 

Review, 14(1):15-35.  

REPUTATION INSTITUTE. 2015. Reptrack model. Accessed from: 

https://www.reputationinstitute.com/reputation-measurement-services/reptrak-

framework. 

RINDOVA, V., WILLIAMSON. A., PETKOVA. J. & SEVER. 2005. Being good or 

being known: An empirical examination of the dimensions, antecedents and 

consequences of organisational reputation. Academic Management Journal, 

48(6):1033-1400. 

ROBERTS. K. 2015. Brand loyalty reloaded. New York: Saatchi & Saatchi. 

ROPER, S. & FILL, C. 2012. Corporate reputation: brand and communication. 

Harlow: Pearson Education.   

SAUNDERS, M. LEWIS, P. & THORNHILL, A. 2003. Research methods for 

business studies. Harlow: Prentice Hall. 

SCHIFFMAN, L.G. & KANUK, L.L. 2009. Consumer behaviour. 9th ed. Upper Saddle 

River: Pearson. 

SKINNER, B., VON ESSEN, P., & MERSHAM, M. 2013. Handbook of public 

relations. 8th ed. Cape Town: Oxford. 

SMAIZIENE, I. & JUCEVICIUL, R. 2013. Structural composition of a corporate 

reputation Portfolio. International Journal of Business and Management, 8(15):44-46. 

SMITH, K.G. & HITT, M.A. 2005. The resource dependence theory: Past and Future. 

London: Routledge. 

SOLIS, B. & BREAKENRIDGE, D. 2009. Putting the public back in public relations: 

how social media is reinventing the aging business of PR. Upper Saddle River: 

Pearson. 

STACKS, D.W. & WATSON, M.L.2008. Two-way communication based on 

quantitative research and measurement. The future of excellence in public relations 

and communication management. New York: Routledge. 

STEINBERG, S. 2014. An introduction to communication studies. Cape Town: Juta. 



96 
 

STEYN, B. & PUTH, G. 2000. Corporate communication strategy. Sandton: 

Heinemann. 

STEYN, B. 2004. From strategy to corporate communication strategy. Journal of 

Communication Management, 8(2):168-183. 

SUNG, Y. & TINKHAM, S.F. 2005. Brand personality structures in the United States 

and Korea: Common and culture specific factors.  Journal of Consumer Psychology, 

15(4):335-350. 

SZTOMPKA, P.2000. Trust. A Sociological Theory. Port Chester: Cambridge 

University Press, 34(4):882-884. 

TALBOTT, S.L. 2012. Generation Y and sustainability. Tennessee Research and 

Creative Exchange. 

THEAKER, A. 2008. The public relations handbook Undergraduate and 

postgraduate students. 3rd ed. London: Routledge. 

. 3rd ed. Basingstoke: Palgrave.  

UNDERWOOD, R.L, KLEIN, N.M., & BURKE, R.R. 2001. Packaging communication: 

attentional effects of product imagery, Journal of Product & Brand Management, 

10(7):403-422. 

VAN RIEL, C.B.M., FOMBRUN, C.J., 2007. Essentials of corporate communication. 

Abingdon: Routledge. 

VERWEY, S. & CILLIERS, P.F. 2003. Strategic organisational communication. 

Sandton: Heinemann. 

WALSH, T. 2002. The reputation vortex: online reputation management. London: 

Spiro Press. 

WOLBRUG, J.M. & POKRYWCZYNSKI, J. 2001. A psychographic analysis of 

generation y college students. Journal of Advertising Research, 41(5):33-53. 

WOOD, D.J. & LODGSON, J.M. 2001. Theorising business citizenship. Perspectives 

on corporate citizenship. 

WOOD, L.M. 2004. Dimensions of brand purchasing behaviour: consumer in the 18 

to 24 age group. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 4(1):9-24.  

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Underwood%2C+Robert+L
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Klein%2C+Noreen+M
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Burke%2C+Raymond+R


97 
 

YAMAUCHI, K. 2001. Corporate communication: a powerful tool for stating corporate 

missions. International Journal of Corporate Communication, 6(3):131-137. 

YARROW, K. & O’DONNELL, J., 2009. How tweens, teens and twenty –some things 

are revolutionizing retail: Business in economics. New York: John Wily and Son.



1 

 

 

ANNEXURE A  QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
 

FACULTY OF HUMAN SCIENCE  

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title of the study: Determining the contribution of online corporate communication to brand reputation among Generation Y consumers in the Vaal 

Region.  

I hereby confirm that I have been adequately informed by the researcher about the nature and conduct of the study. I am aware that the results of the study will 

be anonymously processed into a research report. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may, at any stage, without prejudice, withdraw my 

consent and participation in the study. I had sufficient opportunity to ask questions and of my own free will declare myself prepared to participate in the study. 

Researcher: Sibongile Kunene  Contact details: (016) 950 9733  Email: kunenesibongilei@gmail.com  

Supervisor: Ms A. Oksiutycz  Contact details: (011) 559 2849  Email: aoksiutycz@uj.ac.za  

Co-Supervisor: Mr M. Maleho  Contact details: (016) 950 9733  Email: lazarus@vut.ac.za  

Duration of research: 5 - 10 minutes 
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Instructions 

Please mark your response with an X next to the number in the box that most represents your answer.  

 

Section I: Demographics- please mark the answers applicable to you with X: 

A1 Gender  Male 1 

Female  2 

A2 Age 18 – 23 years 1 

  24 – 29 years 2 

30 - 35 years 3 

A3 Occupation Student 1 

  Employed 2 

Unemployed 3 

  Other, Please specify 4 

 
 
 

B I mainly access information about brands from the following source 

Item Tools Never Sometimes  Often  

B1 Shops 1 2 3 

B2 Online sources 1 2 3 
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B3 Word of mouth 1 2 3 

B4 Newspaper & Magazines 1 2 3 

B5 Radio 1 2 3 

B6 Television  1 2 3 

B7 Outdoor advertising (billboards, wall murals etc) 1 2 3 

B8 Other – please indicate 

 

1 

 

2 3 

Section II: ONLINE COMMUNICATION BEHAVIOUR 

  
C How frequently do you use the following tools to access content online? 

Item         Tools Never  Sometimes  Often 

C1 Smartphone  1 2 3 

C2 IPad / IPod 1 2 3 

C3 Laptop 1 2 3 

C4 PC 1 2 3 

C5 Tablet 1 2 3 

C6 Other – please indicate  1 2 3 
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D  Please indicate how often you use the following online sites to access the preferred brand related content 

 Never Sometimes Often 

D1 Blogs 1 2 3 

D2 Facebook 1 2 3 

D3 Instagram 1 2 3 

D4 LinkedIn 1 2 3 

D5 Twitter 1 2 3 

D6 You Tube 1 2 3 

D7 We chat 1 2 3 

D8 My space  1 2 3 

D9 Product comparison websites 1 2 3 

D10 Product reviews 1 2 3 

D11 Company website 1 2 3 

D12 Complaints websites (e.g. Hello Peter) 1 2 3 

D13 Others –please specify 

 

 

 

1 2 3 
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E I access the following information on the company website- choose all the 
relevant answers 

Never Sometimes   Often 

E1 Corporate profile  1 2 3 

E2 Contact details 1 2 3 

E3 Corporate social responsibility initiatives  1 2 3 

E4 Competitions  1 2 3 

E5 Pricing 1 2 3 

E6 Products varieties  1 2 3 

E7 Product satisfaction  1 2 3 

E8 Customer testimonials 1 2 3 

E9 Suggestion and complaints section 1 2 3 

E10 Social media pages 1 2 3 

E11 Management  profile 1 2 3 

E12 Press releases 1 2 3 

E13 Vacancies 1 2 3 

E14 Events  1 2 3 

E15 Latest and future projects 1 2 3 

E16 Hierarchy  1 2 3 

E17 Navigation Site map / Directions  1 2 3 
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E18 Financial highlights 1 2 3 

E19 Year plan  1 2 3 

E20 Other – please indicate 1 2 3 

 
 
 
 

F1 I follow brands online If yes – mark 1 and please proceed to the next section G, H, I and J 1 

If no – mark 2 and please proceed to section I and J 2 

 
 
 
 

G 

 

I follow the brands online for the following reasons Strongly 
Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

G1 They constantly update their social media pages 1 2 3 4 

G2 They have different promotions  1 2 3 4 

G3 They run competitions  1 2 3 4 

G4 They inform me about new products 1 2 3 4 

G5 To keep up to date with the latest product  1 2 3 4 

G6 They give me an opportunity to complain about the product  1 2 3 4 

G7 They have entertaining content 1 2 3 4 
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G8 If I can post comments on their sites 1 2 3 4 

G9 I can relate to the values they represent  1 2 3 4 

G10 They are fun 1 2 3 4 

G11 Good customer service  1 2 3 4 

G12 My question / query can be answered within a few minutes  1 2 3 4 

G13 They have informative and entertaining content  1 2 3 4 

G14 They do what they say they will do 1 2 3 4 

G15 They don’t sugar coat anything or hide problems  1 2 3 4 

G16 They are honest at all times  1 2 3 4 

G17 They offer the best products  1 2 3 4 

G18 I need information for my assignments  1 2 3 4 

G19 To have a sense of belonging 1 2 3 4 

G20 They give me an opportunity to  communicate with like-minded people  1 2 3 4 

 
H I stopped following brands online for the following reasons Strongly 

Disagree  
 

Disagree  

 

Agree  

Strongly 
Agree  

H1 They delete negative comments from their wall 1 2 3 4 

H2 The brand acted irresponsibly several times  1 2 3 4 

H3 Irrelevant and boring content  1 2 3 4 
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H4 Over communication ( get too many messages) 1 2 3 4 

H5 Not enough engagement  1 2 3 4 

H6 Don’t update their online pages 1 2 3 4 

H7 Never reply to customers complaints  1 2 3 4 

 
I When on social networking sites I participate in any of the following activities with brands 

 

Items Activities Never Sometimes Often 

I1 Viewing brand related pictures 1 2 3 

I2 Viewing brand related videos 1 2 3 

I3 Sharing brand related pictures 1 2 3 

I4 Sharing brand related videos 1 2 3 

I5 Posting comments about a particular products  1 2 3 

I6 Posting comments on brand related pictures 1 2 3 

I7 Posting comments on brand related videos 1 2 3 

I8 Engaging in brand conversations with other consumers 1 2 3 

I9 Posting complaints about brands 1 2 3 

I10 Participating in online competitions 1 2 3 

I11 Advising on how to improve the product 1 2 3 
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I12 Recommend the product to others online 1 2 3 

I13 Share brand posts with others online 1 2 3 

I14 Click on  “like” for the brand related posts 1 2 3 

I15 Make comparisons of different brands 1 2 3 

I16 Read up more about a brand  1 2 3 

I17 Share personal experience of the brand 1 2 3 

I18 Rate the products 1 2 3 

 
 
 

Section III: ONLINE REPUTATION MANAGEMENT  

 
J Indicate the answer that reflects your views the best 

IT MATTERS TO ME: 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

Strongly 
Agree  

J1 how many “likes” the brand has on Facebook 1 2 3 4 

J2 if the company posts information about their management  1 2 3 4 

J3 if the company tells online about their involvement with communities  1 2 3 4 

J4 if the company posts online information about its financial performance  1 2 3 4 

J5 if the company informs me about their future plans 1 2 3 4 

J6 if the company provides comprehensive information about their product 1 2 3 4 
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J7 if the company responds promptly to the complaints online 1 2 3 4 

J8 if I can purchase my favourite brands online 1 2 3 4 

J9 if the brand updates online content regularly 1 2 3 4 

J10 if the brand advertises online 1 2 3 4 

J11 if the brand is environmentally friendly 1 2 3 4 

J12 if the brand engages in dialogue with customers online 1 2 3 4 

J13 if the brand is active on various social sites 1 2 3 4 

J14 I trust the information that brands post online about themselves 1 2 3 4 

J15 if the company that owns the brand treats their employees fairly 1 2 3 4 

J16 what others say about the brand online 1 2 3 4 

J17 I trust the information that others post about the brand 1 2 3 4 

J18 if the brand is associated with my favourite celebrities 1 2 3 4 

J19 if a brand deletes all negative comments from their social media page  1 2 3 4 

J20 that I engage with brands that does what it says (vision and mission) 1 2 3 4 

J21 if the company provides comprehensive information about their services 1 2 3 4 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION 


