


those elements among the public. Or in the
language of this theoretical metaphor, the
salience of elements on the news agenda
in”uences their salience on the public
agenda. This in”uence process begins with
the agenda of objects receiving prominent
attention in the mass media. The term
•object• is used here in the same sense that
social psychologists use the term •attitude
object,• the thing that we have an opinion
about. Although most agenda-setting
research to date has analyzed an agenda of
public issues, other objects on the media
agenda include public “gures, institutions,
and corporations.

Newspapers communicate a host of cues
about the relative salience of the objects on
their daily agenda. The lead story on page
one, front page versus inside page, the size
of the headline, and even the length of a
story all communicate information about
the salience of the various objects on the
news agenda. The television news agenda
has a more limited capacity, so even a
mention on the evening television news is
a strong signal about the salience of an
issue, person, institution, corporation, or
any other object that is in the news. For all
the news media, repeated attention to an
object day after day is the most powerful
message of all about its salience.

The public uses these salience cues from
the media to organize their own agendas,
to decide which issues, persons or other
objects are the most important. Over time,
the set of priorities visible on the agenda of
the news media becomes, to a considerable
degree, the agenda of the public. In other
words, the news media set the public
agenda. Establishing this salience among
the public „ placing an issue or other
object on the public agenda so that it
becomes the focus of public attention and
thought „ is the initial stage in the forma-
tion of public opinion.

In the years since the seminal Chapel
Hill study during the 1968 presidential

election (McCombs and Shaw, 1972), these
agenda-setting e�ects have been documen-
ted in more than 300 studies for a wide
array of national and local issues, during
elections and more quiescent political
times, and in a variety of national and local
settings in the USA, Spain, Germany,
Japan, Argentina, and many other coun-
tries (McCombs and Reynolds, 2002). The
salience of issues on the public agenda cor-
responds closely to the salience of issues on
the media agenda.

For example, examining the civil rights
issue in the USA across a 24-year time
period, Winter and Eyal (1981) found a
correlation of +0.71 between the level of
public concern about civil rights measured
by the Gallup Poll and the volume of news
coverage in the weeks immediately preced-
ing these polls. Eaton (1989) found the
same pattern over a 41-month period for
each of 11 di�erent issues.

Studies in other countries have found
similar e�ects. In Pamplona, Spain, Canel,
Llamas, and Rey (1996) found substantial
correspondence between patterns of news
coverage and the public agenda of local
problems. The public•s agenda was highly
correlated with each of the local newspa-
pers (+0.90 and +0.72) and with televi-
sion news (+0.66).

Brosius and Kepplinger (1990) examined
the issue of energy shortages in Germany,
which initially had little salience on either
the news agenda or the public agenda.
However, a rapid rise on the media•s
agenda resulted in a major shift in the
public agenda, and a level of public con-
cern hovering around 15 per cent rose to
almost 30 per cent within a week. Subse-
quently, the proportion of the public con-
cerned about Germany•s energy supply
declined when the news coverage declined.

In addition to “eld studies from around
the world, compelling evidence comes
from laboratory experiments where the
causal assertions of agenda-setting theory
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can be rigorously tested. In a series of
experiment by Iyengar and Kinder (1987),
the salience of various issues substantially
increased as a result of exposure to televi-
sion news programs that had been edited
to emphasize those particular issues. Wang
(2000) used an experimental design to
examine the agenda-setting e�ects of an
online newspaper. When subjects were
exposed to various versions of an online
newspaper that discussed racism, the issue
became signi“cantly more salient than
among subjects not exposed to the stories.

These are only a few examples. Wanta
and Ghanem (2000) found a mean correla-
tion of +0.53 between the media agenda
and the public agenda in a meta-analysis of
ninety empirical articles. Daily decisions by
journalists do signi“cantly in”uence their
audience•s pictures of the world.

Although most of this research on the
transfer of object salience from the media
to the public has focused on public issues,
public issues are not the only objects that
can be studied from the agenda-setting
perspective. During election campaigns,
the candidates vying for a political o�ce
are, in the abstract, a set of objects. The
salience of each of these candidates „ fre-
quently measured in political research as
•name recognition• „ can be in”uenced by
news coverage and by political advertising.
Here we extend the idea of the media•s
agenda-setting in”uence to corporate
actors. The proliferation of corporate rank-
ing systems worldwide, including such
publications as Fortune, The Financial
Times, The Far Eastern Economic Review,
Asian Businessand Management Todayhave
spawned an agenda of corporate objects
(Fombrun, 1998). In the language of
agenda setting, companies making the list
are prominent on the media agenda and
more likely to be prominent on the public
agenda, while those companies not on the
list are far less likely to be prominent in
the public mind.

SECOND-LEVEL AGENDA SETTING
Where the “rst level of agenda setting is
concerned with the salience of objects
(whether public issues, political candidates,
or companies), the second level of agenda
setting is concerned with the salience of the
attributes of those objects. The news media
do more than present an agenda of objects.
They also describe each of those objects.
Some attributes of these objects are empha-
sized. Others are mentioned less frequently,
some only in passing. For each object on
the media agenda, there also is an agenda
of attributes.

At the “rst level of agenda setting, the
salience of objects on the media agenda
in”uences the salience of those objects on
the public agenda. At the second level of
agenda setting, the salience of attributes on
the media agenda in”uences the salience of
those attributes on the public agenda. At the
“rst level, agenda setting e�ects are on
attention. At the second level, agenda set-
ting e�ects are on comprehension. These
attribute agenda-setting e�ects on public
comprehension can be described in terms of
two dimensions: substantive and evaluative
(or, cognitive and a�ective, if you will).

One of the most straightforward appli-
cations of the idea of attribute agenda-set-
ting is the in”uence of the mass media on
the public images of political candidates.
The theoretical distinction between an
agenda of objects and an agenda of attri-
butes is especially obvious in an election
context. In this setting where the objects
are the candidates, the attributes are the
various traits that de“ne the images of the
candidates in the media and among the
voters. Examples of substantive attributes
include ideology and issue positions, com-
petency, experience, or personal traits
(McCombs, Lopez-Escobar and Llamas,
2000). In turn, each of these substantive
attributes can be arrayed along an a�ective
dimension, typically de“ned as positive,
negative, neutral, and mixed (Deephouse,
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Carroll, and McCombs, 2001; Fombrun
and Shanley, 1990; McCombs, Lopez-Esco-
bar and Llamas, 2000). This evaluative
dimension at the second-level of agenda-
setting recognizes that news coverage con-
veys more than just facts, it also conveys
feeling and tone (McCombs and Ghanem,
2001). Both are absorbed by the public.

Illustrating agenda-setting e�ects of a sub-
stantive nature, Becker and McCombs
(1978) comparedNewsweek•s descriptions of
candidates for the Democrat Party presiden-
tial nomination with the descriptions of
these politicians by Democrat voters. The
correlation between the attribute agenda of
the media and the attribute agenda of the
public was +0.64 early in the primary
season and +0.83 a month later. Examining
both substantive and a�ective descriptions of
political party leaders in the 1996 Spanish
general election, McCombs, Lopez-Escobar
and Llamas (2000) found a median correla-
tion of +0.70 in 21 comparisons of the
media and public attribute agendas.

There is a plethora of marketing, public
relations, and corporate branding research
examining the various attributes of compa-
nies in the public mind, but little attention
has been given to how the news media
have in”uenced these public perceptions.
That connection between the attribute
agendas of the news media and the public
is the focus of the theoretical propositions
presented here.

CORPORATIONS IN THE NEWS
The literature on strategic management and
organization theory contains many exam-
ples of agenda-setting e�ects. Staw and
Epstein (2000) found that although compa-
nies associated in the media with popular
management techniques did not necessarily
demonstrate superior economic perfor-
mance, these companies were •more
admired, perceived to be more innovative,
and rated higher in management quality•, in
Fortune Magazine•s annual •Most Admired

Company of the Year• survey. Their data
showed •how reputation of companies
could be improved by their association with
popular management techniques• (p. 550)
and how •gains in social approval (e.g.,
increased reputation) can result from the
adoption of (or association with) popular
management techniques• (p. 550).

There are many other examples. How-
ever, before analyzing how the public thinks
about a “rm, we need to determine that the
public, or a sub-segment such as a stake-
holder group, even thinks about the “rm at
all. This early stage in the communication
process, attention, is the initial focus of
agenda-setting theory, which objects are
even on the agenda. In agenda-setting terms,
the •top of mind• name recall that the public
has for a particular “rm should correspond
to the “rm•s media visibility, which Wartick
(1992: 34) de“ned as •the aggregated news
reports relating to a speci“c company
within a prescribed period.• Through time
series analysis, he also concluded that media
coverage a�ects a “rm•s performance.

These studies as well as the straightfor-
ward application of basic agenda-setting
theory to a business setting support this
basic proposition about media coverage
and public attention.

P1: The amount of news coverage that a
“rm receives in the news media is posi-
tively related to the public•s awareness of
the “rm.

Moving to the second level of agenda-set-
ting, the focus is on a subsequent step in
the communication process, comprehen-
sion, and agenda-setting theory further
asserts that the amount of coverage the
media devotes to a “rm•s various attributes
will a�ect the salience of those attributes
among the public.

Substantive Attributes
Within the domain of corporate reputa-
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tion, considerable attention has been given
to the agenda of attributes. Fombrun
(1998) reviewed a range of reputation
rankings compiled by the media and
observed that, while the criteria varied
according to the audience addressed, six
common criteria could be discerned:“nan-
cial performance, product quality, employee
treatment, community involvement, environ-
mental performanceand organizational issues.
Probing this attribute agenda in depth,
Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever (2000) used
a series of focus groups to assess exactly
what people meant when they referred to
corporate reputation and developed a scale
measuring six key attributes of reputation:
overall corporate appeal, products and services,
vision and leadership, “nancial strength, and
social responsibility. These are elaborated on
in Table 1.

Agenda-setting theory asserts that the
relative salience of these attributes among
the public is in”uenced by their promi-
nence in the news. This leads to a second-
level agenda-setting proposition about the
in”uence of the news media on corporate
reputations.

P2: The amount of news coverage devoted to
particular attributes of a “rm is posi-
tively related to the proportion of the
public who de“ne the “rm by those attri-
butes.

Evaluative Attributes
Deephouse (2000: 1097) refers to the eva-
luative dimension of the media•s attribute
agenda as media favorability, •the overall
evaluation of a “rm presented in the media
resulting from the stream of media stories
about the “rm.• He suggests that media not
only convey information, but that the
media actually make and present reputa-
tional assessments to their audiences. Deep-
house used •favorable• to indicate that a
“rm was praised for its actions or that the
“rm was associated with activities that
should raise a “rm•s reputation. He used
•unfavorable• when an organization was
criticized for its actions or associated with
actions that should decrease its reputation.
A •neutral• rating identi“ed a story that
was the •declarative reporting of role per-
formance without evaluative modi“ers•
(Deephouse, 2000: 1101). Media favorabil-
ity, as the term is used here, refers to the
sentiment of a particular news story about
an object from the perspective of the
object. That is, a story could be •good• for
society, but say something •negative• about
a “rm, and thus one could say that the
“rm•s coverage was unfavorable. Deep-
house used media reputation to examine
“rms• “nancial performance rather than
the public•s opinion about these “rms•
reputations.

Fombrun and Shanley (1990) concluded

Table 1: Key Reputation Attributes Identi“ed by Focus Groups

Familiarity Knowing the companies or its products well
Creating value Producing high quality products, providing value for money
Operational capability Being well-run, e�cient and productive
Corporate citizenship Caring about its employees/ the community
Performance Proven track record, good use of assets
Leadership/management Having a CEO with vision, communicating values
Appeal Being liked by stakeholders, being a good company to work for
Credibility Being trustworthy, standing behind its practices

Adapted from Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever (2001).
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that “rms with positive and non-negative
news coverage enjoyed higher rankings in
Fortune Magazine•s annual •Most Admired
Companies of the Year• story. However,
they also found that intensive media visibi-
lity had a strong negative e�ect on “rms•
reputations regardless of whether that news
coverage was favorable or unfavorable.
The exception was diversi“ed “rms, for
which non-negative press improved repu-
tation. Reviewing their data, they found
that 87 per cent of the news story titles
were not negative. This departure from the
results found in a wide spectrum of politi-
cal communication settings clearly calls for
replication and further exploration.
Because the political communication
research has consistently found isomorphic
patterns of a�ect on the media and public
agendas, the proposition advanced here
about corporate reputations is grounded in
that larger body of evidence.

P3: The more positive that media coverage is
for a particular attribute, the more posi-
tively will members of the public
perceive that attribute. Conversely, the
more negative that media coverage is for
a particular attribute, the more nega-
tively will members of the public
perceive that attribute.

However, the mass media do considerably
more than shape the agenda of objects and
attributes in our heads. The agenda-setting
e�ects summarized by Propositions 1
through 3 have signi“cant consequences
for the public•s attitudes and opinions
about corporations. Proposition 1 is about
media e�ects on attention, which compa-
nies people are aware of likely to have an
opinion about. Propositions 2 and 3 sum-
marize media e�ects on the substantive and
a�ective images that people have of com-
panies. In particular, attribute agenda-set-
ting e�ects, which result in the salience and
a�ective tone of particular issues or other

attributes associated with various attitude
objects by the public, prime the subsequent
expression of opinions about these objects
(Iyengar and Simon, 1997). By calling
attention to some matters while ignoring
others, the news media in”uence the cri-
teria by which presidents, government
policies, political candidates, and corpora-
tions are judged. Most recently, major
media attention to issues of “nancial
reporting and corporate governance sug-
gest signi“cant criteria for the evaluation of
all companies and their executives, not just
the companies explicitly mentioned in
these news reports.

When people are asked to express their
opinion, rather than analyzing their total
store of information, they commonly draw
upon those bits of information that are par-
ticularly salient at the time. Both the sub-
stance and tone of their attribute agendas
are signi“cant elements in this process.
Numerous studies have found that evalua-
tions of the president•s performance in
o�ce are related to the salient issues of the
moment, even when these issues are not
explicitly linked to the president (Krosnick
and Kinder, 1990; Krosnick and Brannon,
1993; Iyengar and Simon, 1997).

In Germany, changing patterns across a
10-year period of the positive and negative
tone in the news media for six major attri-
butes of Helmut Kohl predicted signi“cant
shifts in his level of approval among the
German public (Kepplingeret al., 1989). In
the USA, a day-by-day observation of the
“nal three months in the 1992 and 1996
presidential elections found that the tone of
television news coverage about key cam-
paign events in”uenced voters• preference
for the candidates (Shaw, 1999). Although
this research is grounded in political set-
tings, the translation to a business setting is
straightforward.

P4: The agenda of substantive and a�ective
attributes associated with a “rm in busi-
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ness news coverage, especially those
attributes speci“cally linked with a “rm,
primes the public•s attitude and opinion
about the “rm.

Finally, there is another agenda that must
be examined in tandem with the media
agenda and the public agenda: the corpo-
rate agenda, which is the aggregate of dis-
course by a “rm including attempts
through public relations strategies to in”u-
ence the media with a variety of informa-
tion subsidies (Cameron, Sallot and Curtin,
1997; Curtin, 1999; Gandy, 1982).

From the media•s perspective, informa-
tion subsidies make gathering news cost-
e�cient in terms of gathering and produ-
cing the news. These subsidies include
story suggestions, news releases, remarks
by spokespersons, pseudo-events, satellite
feeds, technical reports, and company web-
sites. From the “rm•s perspective, informa-
tion subsidies represent a way of
in”uencing the public in ways that the “rm
can not do so directly because a company•s
message that is presented through the
media is often considered more credible
than direct corporate communications
(Gandy, 1982).

Cameron, Sallot and Curtin (1997) esti-
mate that news releases in”uence as much
as 25…80 per cent of news content. Sigal•s
(1973) examination ofThe New York Times
andWashington Postacross a 20-year period
found that nearly half of their news stories
were substantially based on press releases
and other direct information subsidies.
Blyskal and Blyskal (1985) estimate that as
much as 50 per cent of the business news in
The Wall Street Journaloriginates from
press releases or story suggestions by public
relations professionals. Callison (2002) also
found that among the entire population of
Fortune 500company websites surveyed,
those with more elaborate media press
rooms on the web were ranked much
higher on theFortunelist in terms of reven-

ues, suggesting that many companies are
quite attune to the in”uence the media
have and make signi“cant e�orts to cater
to the information needs of the media.

P5: Organized e�orts to communicate a
corporate agenda will result in a signi“-
cant degree of correspondence between the
attribute agenda of the “rm and the news
media.

DISCUSSION
The “ve propositions presented here are
straightforward translations of agenda-set-
ting theory from its primary empirical
domain in public a�airs to the world of
business. The central proposition of
agenda-setting theory, the transfer of sal-
ience from the media agenda to the public
agenda, “ts equally well in both settings.
This presentation of “ve basic propositions
about “rst and second-level agenda setting
e�ects as well as intermedia agenda-setting
e�ects o�ers a theoretical roadmap for sys-
tematic empirical research into the in”u-
ence of the mass media on corporate
reputations.

The initial stages of this research can
advance quickly by drawing upon the rich
lodes of data already accumulated about
corporate reputations among the public.
Research grounded in Proposition 1 about
media in”uence on a “rm•s visibility can
compare content analyses of business news
with data from the Reputation Institute•s
nomination phase for the annual Reputa-
tion Quotient Gold. The percentage of the
public nominating various “rms in
response to the question, •What company
do you consider to have a good reputation
or bad reputation?•, can be compared with
the visibility of those “rms in the news
media. In similar fashion, the host of attri-
butes catalogued in Table 2, which were
found by Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever
(2001) in their review of reputation surveys
among the public, are key inputs for the
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documentation of the attribute agenda-set-
ting e�ects and their consequences for atti-
tudes and opinions described by
Propositions 2 through 4. Furthermore, the
variations in the dates of the studies and
the populations observed are rich opportu-
nities for numerous replications of these
e�ects.

Moving beyond research on the basic
steps in the agenda-setting process, the
empirical translation of this idea into the
speci“cs of corporate reputations also sug-
gests a number of variables that will

enhance the precision of the theory in this
setting. In the empirical investigation of
agenda-setting e�ects on public opinion,
these variables collectively have been
referred to as contingent conditions that
de“ne the situations in which agenda-set-
ting e�ects are enhanced or reduced.

We suggest a number of potential con-
tingent conditions relevant to agenda-set-
ting e�ects on corporate reputation.

„ Both the size and age of organizations
a�ect which organizations the media

Table 2: Attributes Found in Reputation Surveys

Attribute Ranked attributes in order of importance Number of reputation surveys
using attribute

1 Quality of products and services 7
2 Financial soundness 6
3 Ability to attract, develop and retain top talent 5
4 Quality of management 5
5 Social responsibility (society, environment, community) 5
6 Innovativeness 4
7 Long-term investment value/potential for future pro“t 4
8 Ability to cope with changing economic environment 3
9 Use of corporate assets 3

10 Strong and consistent pro“t performance 2
11 Being honest and ethical 1
12 Best practices „ markets 1
13 Business leadership 1
14 Companies that others try to emulate 1
15 Contribution to local economy 1
16 Globalization of business 1
17 Innovativeness in responding to customers 1
18 Long-term “nancial vision 1
19 Maximizing customer satisfaction and loyalty 1
20 Overall admiration 1
21 Overall awareness of company 1
22 Overall leadership 1
23 Potential for growth 1
24 Quality of marketing 1
25 Robust and human corporate culture 1
26 Strong and well thought out strategy 1

Adapted from Fombrun, Gardberg and Sever (2001).
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see as newsworthy (Schultz, Mouritsen
and Gabrielsen, 2001). A recent article
in Inc. revealed that almost none of the
companies on theInc. 500 received
anywhere near as much attention as
“rms in the Fortune 500due to their
smaller size. Moreover, older organiza-
tions are more likely be recalled by the
public because the public has had more
accumulated exposure to these “rms
than to newer “rms.

„ The degree to which “rms are involved
in more than one business segment can
in”uence both news coverage and
public awareness. If each business
segment receives the same amount of
news coverage, then “rms participating
in more than one business segment will
generate more news coverage than
“rms participating in just one segment.
Likewise, the public will have more
opportunities for exposure to “rms that
have products in more than one
segment. Will exposure to these diverse
segments of companies have a centri-
petal or centrifugal e�ect on image and
reputation, merging this information
into a salient whole or scattering these
fragments widely? Of course, diversi“-
cation also is linked with size. Gener-
ally, highly diverse companies also are
very large companies, but there are
exceptions. Simultaneous consideration
of size and diversi“cation may reveal
signi“cant interactions.

„ The proximity of a “rm to a particular
news source in”uences its news
coverage by that medium, particularly
when the company•s headquarters or
major activities and the news medium
are in the same town. Newspapers, for
example, cover companies important to
the local economy more fully than
companies whose e�ects on the local
economy are minimal (Shoemaker and
Reese, 1996). Firms also may receive
more favorable coverage simply

because they are located within the
same region as the local news medium.

„ Whether a news story is in the general
news section of the newspaper or in a
business section can in”uence its a�ec-
tive tone. Deephouse, Carroll and
McCombs (2001) found that “rms
covered in the business section were
evaluated more critically than “rms
covered on the front page. They also
found that corporate-owned newspa-
pers were more neutral towards the
businesses covered in the newspaper
than independently-owned newspapers,
whose views were more extreme, both
positive and negative. Danowski,
Barnett and Friedland (1988) found that
“rms owning media (e.g., AOL Time
Warner, General Electric) get positive
consideration from media they own.

„ News media have a fascination with
elites and celebrity status (Hayward and
Hambrick, 1997; Meindl, Ehrlich and
Dukerich, 1985), suggesting the separa-
tion of news coverage devoted to the
“rm from media coverage focused
primarily on the CEO. Gaines-Ross
(1999) concluded that 45 per cent of a
“rm•s reputation can be attributed to
the CEO.

CONCLUSIONS
Although agenda-setting e�ects, both at
the “rst and second levels, primarily have
been studied in the context of public issues
and political candidates, the core theoretical
idea is the transfer of salience from one
agenda to another. In the case of corporate
reputations, the focus remains precisely in
the original central domain of agenda-set-
ting e�ects, the transfer of salience from
the media agenda to the public agenda.
The only changes are in the operational
de“nitions of the objects and attributes on
these agendas. Here those shifts are used to
frame “ve theoretical propositions that
apply our accumulated knowledge about
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key aspects of agenda-setting theory to cor-
porate reputation.

Particularly emphasized in these proposi-
tions is the attribute agenda-setting in”uence
of the news media, an in”uence that includes
the speci“c substantive traits and contem-
porary issues associated with a “rm as well as
the a�ective tone of those descriptions.
These images transmitted by the media to
the public prime the attitudes and opinions
that various publics hold about a “rm.

Collectively, the “ve basic propositions
derived here from agenda-setting theory
provide a precise map for empirical
research describing and explaining the
in”uence of business news on the reputa-
tions of individual “rms.
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