
Corporate Agenda-Setting

A ccounting scandals such as the Enron de-
bacle or governance scandals like Volkswa-

gen’s have put higher pressure on the companies’ 
corporate reputation. Since then, journalists and 
– going by the agenda-setting theory – the public 
have been watching them more closely. The ad-
aptation of that theory to business and company 
coverage has only played a minor role, although 
Media Tenor analyses on the interdependency of 
analyst quotes on the one hand and share price 
movements on the other do suggest a correlation. 
The following analysis looks at the effects of me-
dia coverage on company images and shows that 
even a weak media presence can jeopardize cor-
porate reputation.  

Research focus so far: Politics
The initial agenda-setting research, the so-called 
Chapel-Hill-study by McCombs and Shaw (1972), 
pointed to a relationship between the salience of 
topics in TV news and among undecided voters. 
Numerous studies went on to document the ef-
fects of media coverage on the perceived salience 
of topics. Later on, the authors themselves point-
ed out that agenda-setting is not limited to topics 
and objects, but also relates to certain attributes 
of topics, events or persons (the so-called second 
level of agenda-setting). McCombs and Yu (2005) 
also assume that there is a third level of agenda-
setting, by which the media transport a positive or 
negative tenor of important topics and attributes 
to audiences and readers. 

In addition, the theory was extended to other 
cognitive concepts such as priming and framing. 
Both approaches relate to the fact that the mass 
media, by selecting and emphasizing, direct the 
recipients’ attention towards certain topics or ob-
jects. Media priming is the process by which se-
lected “mass mediated information make certain 
knowledge units, which are available in the re-
cipient’s memory, temporarily more easily acces-
sible”, therefore predisposing them for the recep-
tion or interpretation of subsequent information 
(cf. Peter, 2002). According to the framing con-
cept, the underlining and topical framing of infor-
mation provokes processes of interpretation and 
evaluation in the recipient. (cf. Schenk, 2002). 

Communicating a “corporate agenda” pays off
Despite an intensive elaboration and extension 
of the agenda-setting theory, most of the existing 

research focuses on political topics and events. 
Considering this limitation, the question remains 
to what extent agenda-setting can be applied to 
other contexts, for example the corporate environ-
ment. 

Caroll and McCombs created a theoretical 
framework for applying the concept to the world 
of business. According to them, the theory’s oper-
ational defi nitions for objects and attributes need 
to be adapted. They suggested the following fi ve 
key theoretical propositions for the agenda-setting 
effects of business news coverage on corporate 
reputation (cf. Carroll, McCombs 2003): 

1. The amount of news coverage that a fi rm re-
ceives in the news media is positively related to 
the public’s awareness of the fi rm.

2. The amount of news coverage devoted to par-
ticular attributes of a fi rm is positively related to 
the proportion of the public who defi ne the fi rm 
by those attributes. 

3. The more positive that media coverage is for a 
particular attribute, the more positively will mem-
bers of the public perceive that attribute. Con-
versely, the more negative that media coverage is 
for a particular attribute, the more negatively will 
members of the public perceive that attribute. 

4. The agenda of substantive and affective at-
tributes associated with a fi rm in business news 
coverage, especially those attributes specifi cally 
linked with a fi rm, primes the public’s attitude and 
opinion about the fi rm.

5. Organized efforts to communicate a corpo-
rate agenda will result in a signifi cant degree of 
correspondence between the attribute agenda of 
the fi rm and the news media.

The authors understood these propositions as 
guiding principles for empirical analyses of the 
media’s agenda-setting function for corporate rep-
utation. They are the starting point for this study. 

Product and customer loyalty counts 
Analyzing the effects of news coverage on cor-
porate reputation, one must also consider addi-
tional factors that infl uence this relationship. One 
example are stakeholders, those who maintain 
a direct contact to the company and often have 
fi rst-hand experiences with it through purchas-
ing products, customer or supplier relationships 
or as employees. In particular, brand strength and 
product loyalty are considered to set the company 
reputation in a particularly good light. Moreover, 
media coverage, in its effects on corporate image, 
always competes with other forms of communica-
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tion such as advertising – be it for products or a 
company’s image. However, the content and qual-
ity of customer contacts, products and advertising 
differ signifi cantly from media content, in that the 
former can be directly controlled by the company 
itself and are less susceptible to sudden changes. 

Methodology
In order to examine the question whether the 
agenda-setting approach can be applied to the 
reputation management of companies, the polling 
data of the “2006 image profi le”, published by the 
German business magazine Manager Magazin, 
were correlated with Media Tenor data. For the 
“2006 image profi le”, a representative sample of 
2,501 board members, managing directors and se-
nior employees were interviewed by the market 
research institutes TNS Infratest and BIK Mar-
plan from September until October 2005. They 
were asked to assess the reputation of a total of 
177 companies on a scale from 0 (very good) to 

10 (very bad). Furthermore, the data of the “2004 
image profi le”, collected between September and 
October 2003, were available. 

With the help of qualitative content analysis, 
Media Tenor studied the media image of those 
companies by analyzing the amount of coverage 
as well as the assessment of each company. The 
analysis sample included coverage on all com-
panies in the politics and business sections of 15 
opinion forming German media from April 1st 
until September 30th 2003 and 2005. It thus com-
prised media coverage of the six months previous 
to and during the interviews. 

Subsequently, the ten corporations with the best 
and worst reputation in the “2006 image profi les”, 
as well as those with the strongest image gain and 
loss compared to the “2004 image profi les”, were 
analyzed. The hypothesis was that agenda-setting 
effects would be particularly striking in this case. 
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All image champions receive positive coverage
A fi rst look at the top-10 companies (graph 1) 

with the best images illustrates that four out of ten 
are automobile manufacturers. BMW, Porsche, 
Audi and Toyota are not only among the fi rst in the 
image ranking. Within the top-10 ranking, these 
corporations are also those with the strongest cov-
erage. With less than 130 news stories, the media 
presence of Puma, Coca Cola or Boss was lower. 
Yet those are popular, strong product brands that 
generate close primary contacts to the customer. 
The media reported on all ten companies with a 
positive balance of assessments (graph 2). The 
high level of coverage on most of the top corpo-
rations increased the public’s awareness and fa-
cilitated the perception of the positive evaluations 
transported by the media. 

On the other side of the spectrum, media pres-
ence of the companies with the worst images 
varies much more strongly. On the one hand, the 

interviewees were “primed” on KarstadtQuelle 
through a multitude of articles on restructuring 
(1,150 news stories) or on problems that Deutsche 
Bahn had with its pricing system (936 news sto-
ries). The accompanying criticism was more easily 
accessible to the interviewees later on and led to 
the worst reputations in the image ranking. On the 
other hand, some of these “image losers”, such as 
the construction fi rms Wayss & Freitag or Vinci, 
were hardly present in the opinion forming media 
throughout the six months of analysis. Aside from 
a generally bad reputation for the construction 
sector, their weak image can also be explained 
with a basic reservation against “unknown” ob-
jects. In order to improve the company’s image, 
one would have to increase public awareness by 
expanding media presence as a whole. 

Contrary to the negative polling results, the me-
dia gave Ruhrkohle AG as well as Alcatel a slight-
ly positive assessment. In the case of Ruhrkohle 
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AG, this was primarily a result of the IPO cover-
age. As to Alcatel, a lack of priming seems to have 
been the problem: Because of the comparatively 
low media presence, recipients did not perceive 
the positive messages. 

KarstadtQuelle in the media crossfi re
and a loser in the image ranking
But how did changes in coverage affect the polls 
on corporate reputation? A comparison of the me-
dia presence in the six months before the compi-
lation of the “image profi les” in 2003 and 2005 
gives an inconsistent image. Eight out of the ten 
companies with the best reputation had increased 
their share of positive media assessments (graph 
3). Two of the top corporations, however, were 
portrayed more critically throughout the six 
months of analysis in 2005 than in 2003: Toyo-
ta and Puma saw a slight downward trend from 
a high level, so that the continued intensive and 
overall positive coverage, along with strong prod-

uct loyalty, prevented an image loss in the polls. 
Changes in the intensity of media coverage, 

however, contributed to a weaker reputation for 
some companies. For example, the number of news 
stories on the crisis-ridden department store and 
mail-order business KarstadtQuelle tripled. On the 
basis of this strong media presence, the signifi cant-
ly worse tenor weighed heavily in public opinion: 
The corporation dropped 172 places in the Manag-
er Magazin image ranking – the most severe image 
loss of all companies analyzed. The media presence 
of Deutsche Bahn was cut in half, resulting in a less 
negative media image and therefore having a very 
different effect than in the case of KarstadtQuelle. 
In 2005, contrary to the previous poll, the public 
was not exposed to intensive negative coverage, 
any more. Deutsche Bahn moved up fi ve positions 
in the ranking, but its reputation remained negative. 
While moving out of the journalists’ main line of 
fi re, it was not enough for a sustainable rehabilita-
tion of the company’s reputation. 
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Improved image through strong presence
What are the conditions for effectively changing 
corporate reputation? Media Tenor analyzed this 
question by looking at companies that had gained 
or lost most signifi cantly in the “2006 image pro-
fi les” compared to the previous poll. 

Companies with the greatest reputation gain 
confi rmed the propositions 2 and 4 by Carroll 
and McCombs (graph 5): None of these compa-
nies received less than 100 news stories, but six 
of them were covered with more than 300 stories 
throughout the period of analysis 2005. The me-
dia reported on half of the ten image champions 
with a positive tenor previous to the poll. Five 
of these companies received critical coverage in 
the months of analysis 2005. Still, four of those 
(HeidelbergCement, WestLB, Mobilcom and 
Deutsche Bahn) were reported on more positively 
than in 2003, which seemed to suffi ce for a slight 
image improvement (see graphs 6 and 8). Nev-
ertheless, the interviewees continued to consider 

their reputation as bad or average. The overall 
strong media presence of the winners, as well as 
their diverging assessment, points to the decisive 
importance of the criterion “volume of news cov-
erage”: Media presence creates awareness, thus 
provoking changes in public opinion and image 
improvements. 

Clear signs for image loss in the media
The lower half of graph 5 illustrates the extent 
to which a low media presence or intensive nega-
tive coverage results in the greatest image losses. 
None of these companies was covered positively 
previous to the poll. The Volkswagen Corporation 
is a drastic example. Among all companies ana-
lyzed, it received the greatest amount of coverage 
in the opinion forming German media. Compared 
to the previous period of analysis, the number of 
news stories tripled and the balance of negative to 
positive assessments worsened to minus 30%. The 
interviewees consequently associated VW with 
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corruption scandals, special perks for executives 
and favoritism. Thus the automobile corporation 
dropped 102 steps in the image ranking. 

A similar dynamic was at work with Daim-
lerChrysler: Because the recipients had been 
heavily primed by a doubling of news coverage 
in 2005, a less pronounced change in the balance 
of assessments led to the enormous image drop 
of 118 places. While DaimlerChrysler still came 
in among the top-5 corporations of the 2003 poll, 
it was only attributed an average reputation in 
2005. 

All in all, the relationship between negative 
coverage and image losses is particularly strong, 
because negativism, more often than positive re-
porting, goes hand in hand with increased cover-
age. However, a lack of communication also has 
the potential of endangering corporate reputation, 
as is shown by the examples Aral and Schlecker. 
A company’s media image is more volatile when 
presence is low, and low public awareness ham-
pers the perception of other, for example positive 
attributes. 

Conclusion
The study at hand illustrates the agenda-set-
ting effects of news coverage on public opinion 
of companies. Although it did not measure the 
media’s infl uence on the public’s familiarity with 
certain companies (such data was not collected in 
the polls), it did show a clear effect on corporate 
reputation. Most of the cases analyzed confi rmed 
the propositions 1 to 4 established by Carroll and 
McCombs. The infl uence of mediated topics and 
attributes could not be measured because of the 
lack of relevant surveys on public opinion. Yet the 
two aspects analyzed in this study, presence and 
assessment, have a noticeable effect on corporate 
reputations – even among the managers inter-
viewed, who, after all, had a more direct access 
to primary information. The volume of informa-
tion on companies (“primes”) infl uences the ex-
tent to which recipients are sensitized to the tenor 
of media coverage. Only companies that maintain 
strong relationships with their customers through 
highly popular products were able to revoke the 
media trend and defend their outstanding reputa-
tion in spite of a low presence. 

A low media presence correlates strikingly of-
ten with a weak corporate reputation. It seems that 
barely visible companies provoke a certain reser-
vation in public opinion. Accordingly, a broader 
media presence can contribute to an improved 
reputation, even if it is partly negative. The agen-
da-setting concept seems to suggest that active and 

open communication is key to improving a tar-
nished company image and gaining credibility. san

Basis:
Media: Die Welt, FAZ, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Frankfurter 

Rundschau, Bild, Focus, Spiegel, Zeit, ARD Tagesthemen, 
ARD Tagesschau, ZDF heute, ZDF heute journal, RTL aktu-
ell, Sat.1 News, ProSieben Newstime

Time: 04/01–09/30/2003; 04/01–09/30/2005
Analysis: All reports about companies with at least 5 

lines/seconds; overall 218,119 reports on companies and 
managers

Open questions: 

What are the short- versus long-term effects 
of changes in media coverage on corporate 
reputation? 

How would a sample of less specialized 
interviewees be affected by news coverage on 
companies? 

To what extent does coverage on specifi c topics 
and image factors shape public opinion on 
companies?

34

Detailed analysis: agenda-setting

Media Tenor Journal I/2006

Literature: 

Carroll, Craig; McCombs, Maxwell (2003): 
Agenda-Setting Effects of Business News on 
the Public‘s Images and Opinions about Major 
Corporations. In: Corporate Reputation Review,
Volume 6, Heft 1 2003,
p. 36-46.

McCombs, Maxwell; Shaw, Donald (1972): The 
agenda-setting function of mass media. In: Public 
Opinion Quarterly, Issue 36,
p. 963-975.

McCombs Maxwell; Yu Jason Jusheng (2005): 
Shaping feelings. In: Media Tenor, Issue 151, 
3/2005, p. 18-20.

Peter, Jochen (2002): Medien-Priming - 
Grundlagen, Befunde und Forschungstendenzen. 
In: Publizistik, Issue 1, March 2002, p. 21-44.

Schenk, Michael: Medien-wirkungsforschung. 
2nd Edition. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. 

„Imageprofi le 2006“ in Manager Magazin, 
Volume 36, 2/2006, p. 64-83.

0106_2934_f.indd   80106_2934_f.indd   8 12.06.2006   20:41:2212.06.2006   20:41:22



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /DEU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.000 842.000]
>> setpagedevice


