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Firms with a positive home country reputation should be highly motivated to transfer
their reputation abroad when they internationalize. This article presents the results of
interviews with corporate reputation specialists and develops practicable insights for
managers. It finds that the comprehensive understanding of the firm’s reputation among
the variety of its home country stakeholders is necessary for corporate reputation
transfer. Then, the firm needs to empower reference stakeholders to become reputation
ambassadors, who must credibly communicate about the firm’s positive reputation with
prospective stakeholders in the host market. Moreover, firms should utilize social media

as a tool for cross-border reputation transfer.

INTRODUCTION

Can positive firm reputation earned in the home country
be transferred to a foreign country during international-
ization? Stakeholders construct a firm’s reputation by as-
sessing its ability to “create value relative to competitors”
(Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, & Sever, 2005: 1033). When
this assessment is favorable, a positive reputation is as-
cribed to the firm (Makarius & Stevens, 2019). Corporate
reputation can be understood as a resource, which may
yield a competitive advantage for the firm, for instance
through superior performance (Roberts & Dowling, 2002).
A firm that is internationalizing has most likely already
gained a positive reputation in the home market, as this
positive reputation gives it access to those resources nec-
essary for internationalization (financial resources, human
resources, etc.) (Mukherjee, Makarius, & Stevens, 2021). In
the host market, however, the firm is confronted with liabil-
ities of foreignness and outsidership (Johanson & Vahlne,
2009). Prospective, foreign stakeholders in the host country
lack relationships with the firm and, therefore, hold limited
to no information about the corporation, its character and
its capabilities, and are not able to assess the firm’s ability
to create value. This challenge is further intensified by the
corporation’s foreignness. Subsequently, these liabilities
may impede the construction of a favorable corporate rep-
utation among stakeholders in the host country. Hence,
when internationalizing to a new country, firms with a pos-
itive home country reputation should likely be motivated to
transfer their reputation across borders, thereby exploiting
an already existing competitive advantage.

The objective of this article is to present applicable in-

sights for managers on how to transfer corporate reputation
obtained in the home country to a foreign country. I realize
this aim by briefly reviewing the extant research on the
topic, by drawing from interviews with corporate reputation
specialists and by deriving concrete and practicable impli-
cations for managers. At the end of this article, I delineate
the boundaries of cross-border reputation transfer that
managers of global organizations must recognize.

REPUTATION TRANSFER DURING FIRM
INTERNATIONALIZATION

Reputation transfer denotes the shifting of favorability
from a current to a future context (Mukherjee et al., 2021).
Prevailing literature on reputation transfer or reputation
spillover has mostly focused on the transfer of reputation
between different organizations. With few positive excep-
tions (Paruchuri, Pollock, & Kumar, 2019), scholarly atten-
tion has mostly been directed towards analyzing reputation
spillover in negative or crisis situations (Norheim-Hansen
& Meschi, 2020). Generally, the transfer of intangible or-
ganizational resources, such as corporate reputation, across
national borders remains conceptually and empirically un-
der-researched. Theory, such as the resource-based view of
the firm, suggests that the exploitation of existing assets
as well as the augmentation of resources to create new re-
sources are ways to generate value for the firm (Barney,
2001). In the context of firm internationalization, exploita-
tion involves transferring existing resources, such as a
firm’s reputation, from the home country to the host coun-
try (Mukherjee et al., 2021). In the light of liabilities of out-
sidership and foreignness that challenge the construction
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of a reputation, firms with a positive reputation in their
home country should be motivated and highly interested in
transferring their positive reputation to their host country
in the process of internationalization. Due to its intangi-
ble nature and its dependence on local stakeholders, corpo-
rate reputation is particularly challenging to transfer across
borders. For instance, recent empirical research finds that
reputation varies across countries (Soleimani, Schneper, &
Newburry, 2014) and national cultures (Deephouse, New-
burry, & Soleimani, 2016). Hence, the lack of scholarly at-
tention on how firms can transfer reputation transfer dur-
ing internationalization is surprising, as this research could
provide managers with valuable insights and recommenda-
tions (Newburry, Deephouse, & Gardberg, 2019).

THE CURRENT STUDY

Therefore, this study presents the results of five qualitative
interviews with corporate reputation specialists, which
were conducted in connection with a larger research pro-
ject. The interviewees work either as corporate reputation
managers in German multinational companies in the au-
tomotive and consumer electronics sectors or as consul-
tants focusing on corporate reputation consulting in multi-
national consultancy firms. They have between 3.5 and 15
years work experience in the domain of corporate reputa-
tion. The sample for this study consists of five male inter-
viewees from Germany and the interviews took between 30
to 70 minutes time.

I recruited each interviewee through a professional so-
cial media network and conducted the interviews in German
via telephone or video call, depending on the interviewees’
preferences. Detailed information on the purpose of the
study and their anonymity was provided to the interviewees
at the beginning of each interview. A semi-structured inter-
view guide allowed me to follow-up on interesting and rele-
vant aspects mentioned spontaneously by the participants.
The interview data were recorded, transcribed, translated
into English and back-translated into German to check for
consistency, content-coded, and analyzed. Afterwards,
these codes were categorized into three overarching themes
related to the research topic (understanding one’s current
reputation in the home country, utilizing reference stake-
holders as ambassadors for one’s reputation, exploiting so-
cial media as a tool for reputation transfer) and will be pre-
sented in the following.

FINDINGS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS
REPUTATION IN HOME COUNTRY: FINDINGS

An initial common theme that emerged in the descriptions
of successful and failed cross-border reputation transfer re-
lates to the understanding of a corporation’s current repu-
tation. All interviewees partly attributed failed reputation
transfer to firms’ missing understanding of their reputation
in the home country. Hence, an integral precondition of
corporate reputation transfer is a comprehensive under-
standing of one’s current reputation in the home market,
which according to the interviewees only very few compa-
nies have. While this challenge exists for companies world-

wide, particularly European firms lack these insights. The
poor understanding might also be due to a more profound
disregard for the variety of different stakeholders. In fact,
the managerial focus is often mainly concentrated on the
perceptions of their direct consumers as their target group,
thereby neglecting the diversity of other stakeholders with
their needs. Consequently, firms frequently fail to identify
those stakeholders that primarily drive their reputation,
and fail to understand how those stakeholders construct the
firm’s reputation. The following statement from one of the
interviews was selected to illustrate this argument:

“To be able to transfer reputation from your home country,
and to benefit from your positive reputation abroad, you
have to, of course, first understand why you have such a
good reputation at home. And, from my experience, most
companies do not have that understanding. Look at Ger-
many, look at Central Europe — I do not think that there
are many companies that actually know what reputation
they have, let alone strategically use their reputation to
get in contact with foreign stakeholders.” [Interviewee 3,
Corporate Reputation Consultant]

REPUTATION IN HOME COUNTRY: MANAGERIAL
IMPLICATIONS

Despite it being a prerequisite for transferring a positive
reputation abroad during internationalization, corpora-
tions are frequently lacking comprehensive insights into
their reputation among all of their home country stake-
holders. Consequently, the competitive advantage of a posi-
tive home country reputation cannot be exploited when go-
ing abroad. Hence, managers should be motivated to gain
this knowledge, for instance through reputation monitor-
ing. Here, the main challenges rest in selecting suitable
monitoring tools, selecting appropriate questions to evalu-
ate reputation as well as translating the findings from repu-
tation monitoring into managerial decisions. One practical
example for how reputation monitoring can look like is pre-
sented by Rust and colleagues (2021), whose social media
reputation tracker allows for the monitoring and manage-
ment of a corporation’s reputation on different social media
platforms over time.

In addition, beyond the topic of cross-border reputation
transfer, the interviewees criticized that many corporations
are also underestimating and failing to recognize the over-
arching relevance of reputation for the realization of their
economic and non-economic business goals. Based on this,
I suggest that managers invest in developing a mindset for
reputation within their companies, for instance, through re-
cruiting corporate reputation specialists involved in inter-
nationalization decisions and related projects.

REFERENCE STAKEHOLDERS: FINDINGS

All interviewees further emphasized the significant influ-
ence of reference stakeholders for the success or failure
of cross-border reputation transfer. These reference stake-
holders from the home country should act as reputation
ambassadors and be asked to consistently and openly share
their views on the corporation’s reputation with prospective
stakeholders in the host country. To do this, companies
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need to create channels for positive word-of-mouth as well
as simplify and incentivize the use of such channels. The
importance of reference stakeholders is revealed in the fol-
lowing statements:

“I believe that when you are internationalizing, it is very
important that you leverage the current stakeholders
wherever you can. ... You can involve the stakeholders very
well and, for example, use them as ambassadors.” [Inter-
viewee 3, Corporate Reputation Consultant]

“Then, you have to ask yourself how you can best use your
positive stakeholder relations and the positive reputation
that you hold at home? That’s the core question. Then,
I think, you have to create communities and channels in
which the stakeholders can communicate with each other.”
[Interviewee 1, Corporate Reputation Consultant]

A positive home country reputation can best be illus-
trated to foreign stakeholders through the communication
of specific pieces of evidence (i.e., positive employer at-
tractiveness surveys, awards for innovative and sustainable
products, among others). Thereby, those points of evidence
are particularly credible when they are conveyed through
the stakeholders themselves rather than the corporation.

“Well, I think, if you want to internationalize strategically,
you have to ask yourself, what is my reputation in the
home market and what is the message that stakeholders
at home communicate about me. Then comes the question,
what evidence do you have? How can you prove to new
stakeholders that you have a positive reputation at
home?” [Interviewee 4, Corporate Reputation Manager]

REFERENCE STAKEHOLDERS: MANAGERIAL
IMPLICATIONS

While the notion of utilizing reference consumers in the
transfer of reputation between different product markets
may be a business practice and has received preliminary
attention by scholars (Helm & Salminen, 2010), it seems
promising to broaden this approach and transmit it to firm
internationalization and stakeholders in general. Reputa-
tion ambassadors should be selected depending on the
business goals of the firm in the host market, and compa-
nies should not limit themselves to consumers as their ref-
erence stakeholders. For instance, companies that have spe-
cial requirements for human resources in the host country
and enjoy a positive reputation among employees in their
home market should take advantage of this and use their
current employees as reputation ambassadors.

Essentially, there are two driving forces behind the rec-
ommendation and implementation of reference stakehold-
ers:

» The reduction of uncertainty: References or ambas-
sadors reduce the risks for prospective, foreign stake-
holders by illustrating the benefits of engaging with
that firm and by affirming the firm’s reliability, trust-
worthiness and credibility.

« The boundary spanning function: Since reputation is
stakeholder-specific and difficult to transfer across
national borders, reputation ambassadors may span
the boundary between a firm’s home country reputa-
tion and prospective stakeholders in the host market

(Luo, 2020). Being a reference stakeholder group in-
cludes collecting reputational information about the
firm, gaining influence among their foreign counter-
parts, exchanging reputational information, and col-
laborating with foreign counterparts. In turn, man-
agers can use reference stakeholders’ feedback on
their foreign counterparts to expand their under-
standing of the foreign country.

Cross-border reputation transfer cannot be executed by
management alone, but should be considered a joint task
between the organization and a network of integrated
stakeholders that are utilized as references or reputation
ambassadors. Consequently, managers are responsible for
providing the necessary infrastructure for these reference
relationships and for providing stakeholders with guidance
and orientation, for instance by providing them with infor-
mation on the foreign market. Furthermore, managers need
to recruit the right home country stakeholders to act as am-
bassadors, as not all stakeholders may be suitable for the
task. This includes a thorough examination of the stake-
holder landscape in the foreign country, thereby taking into
account the company’s business goals associated with the
internationalization. Ultimately, managers have to match
a stakeholder group from the home market with a foreign
stakeholder group that is able to legitimize the company in
the host country.

SOCIAL MEDIA: FINDINGS

The interviewees outlined the relevance of social media as a
tool for reputation transfer from home to host countries, as
it allows for a dialogical communication with stakeholders
and is relatively straightforward to internationalize. They
stress the growing impact that social media can have on
corporate reputation, for instance because firms can release
and disseminate reputation-relevant information. More-
over, social media is described as a potentially powerful
monitoring tool that can tap into stakeholder expectations
and sentiments and may issue timely warnings when per-
ceptions change. However, social media further holds the
risk of unpredictability and uncontrollability. Additionally,
while large amounts of reputation-relevant data are gener-
ated on social media, firms are frequently lacking the exper-
tise to analyze this data and derive actionable recommen-
dations from it.

“Nowadays, of course, the internet and social media are
important for building reputation and trust. That is not
always easy, because then you are of course obliged to en-
sure that the social media channels are used regularly and
that you post often and engage with your followers. At the
same time, this investment is also an advantage, because
you can easily internationalize the social media channels,
when you go abroad.” [Interviewee 5, Corporate Reputa-
tion Manager]

“Social media analytics would be so important and useful
in terms of transferring reputation between the markets.
And, I must say that we should actually use this more
strongly. We are not exploiting its full potential yet.” [In-
terviewee 4, Corporate Reputation Manager]
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SOCIAL MEDIA: MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

Social media is frequently understood as an instrument that
helps firms to listen in on what stakeholders communicate
about a corporation online (Rust et al., 2021). Here, this
study helps to broaden our view on the functions of social
media. In fact, it may constitute a tool that can be employed
proactively by firms in order to transfer a positive reputa-
tion from their home country to a foreign country. However,
following the interviews, it can be assumed that the rele-
vance of social media for cross-border reputation transfer is
frequently not understood by firms. Therefore, it is recom-
mended to managers to invest in the social media skills of
their companies, for example by hiring well-trained social
media experts and providing them with the necessary bud-
gets and decision-making skills. Moreover, these specialists
should work hand-in-hand with corporate reputation spe-
cialists as well as be significantly involved in international-
ization projects right from the start.

CONCLUSION

To conclude this study, its limitations and related boundary
conditions need to be discussed. This study was motivated
by the argument of firms’ need to transfer their positive
reputation abroad, thereby neglecting negative firm repu-
tation and its implications for reputation transfer during
internationalization. Some statements made by the inter-
viewees suggest that poor reputation in the home country
influences an organization’s opportunities with regard to
internationalization and might impact a firm’s approach to
reputation transfer. In addition to that, this study builds
on interviews with corporate reputation specialists based in
Germany, thereby potentially reducing the global general-
izability of the findings.

The assumption of a cross-border reputation transfer as
the transmission of a core resource from a home country to
a host country is a boundary condition. A resource-based
perspective of the firm supports this view because it as-
sumes that a firm’s competitive advantage can be sustained
abroad by transferring established resources from a home
to a host market (Barney, 2001; Hughes, Powell, Chung, &
Mellahi, 2017; Mukherjee et al., 2021). However, the under-
lying assumption of a pre-existing reputation in the home
country might not apply to all companies. On the one hand,
firms with previous internationalization experience might
want to consider another country than the home country
as the lead market for reputation transfer. On the other
hand, born global firms or early internationalizing corpora-
tions might not have had enough time and interaction with
stakeholders in a particular market to have developed a pos-
itive reputation before going abroad. For these companies,
the focus must be on building a positive reputation from the
ground up, for instance, through the targeted use of social
media.

The underlying assumption of a reputation transfer from
one country to another did not take into account the effect
of individual characteristics of these countries (e.g. their
development status) on a firm’s ability to transfer reputa-

tion. Following extant research that there could be cross-
cultural differences in how the reputation of firms is con-
structed (Gardberg, 2006), in particular the ability to use
reference stakeholders might differ for emerging market
firms and traditional market firms. While a positive home
country reputation is a prerequisite for internationalization
for emerging market firms (Mukherjee, Makarius, &
Stevens, 2021), it is likely that stakeholders in traditional
markets might not directly be willing to rely on the percep-
tions and assessments of stakeholders from emerging mar-
kets when an emerging market firm internationalizes into
their country. A recommendation for these emerging mar-
ket companies could be that they select reference stake-
holders who can substantiate the firm’s positive reputation
with rather technical points of evidence assuming that such
type of proof is independent from the countries’ develop-
ment status.

For the management of internationalizing companies,
the implications of this article lie in gaining an understand-
ing of their current reputation among the variety of stake-
holders, recognizing which current stakeholders should be
empowered to act as references or ambassadors towards
prospective, foreign stakeholders, and understanding how
social media can be an important tool for reputation trans-
fer. Here, future research can support practitioners by de-
veloping implications for the design and the use of corpo-
rate reputation monitoring. Moreover, with regard to both
the selection and potential training of reference stakehold-
ers, as well as the design and maintenance of communica-
tion channels between corporate ambassadors and foreign
stakeholders, future research should provide managers with
actionable recommendations.
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