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Reputations of individuals – personal reputations – is an overlooked concept and 

understudied research area in communication studies. Appropriate recognition and 

critical assessment of personal reputations will have social and political implications for 

individuals and societies, because the way individuals in a society revere or deride 

prominent figures is a social commentary on the society's values (King & Fine, 2000). 

Some crucial gaps in discerning personal reputations existed; for instance, why are some 

individuals’ reputations resilient to reputation damage despite bad behavior? To 

understand why, this investigation conceptualized and developed a measurement scale for 

personal reputations through a sequential multi-method approach, a quantitative research 

that led into a quantitative study. The research relied on the Social Exchange Theory 

(SET), literature review, and in-depth interviews to test a scale (N = 971) to measure 
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public figures' (PF) reputations. The literature review suggested four main characteristics 

of personal reputations: (1) publics cocreate reputations of PFs in their social networks; 

(2) reputations are enduring; (3) reputations are binary, people have simultaneously good 

and bad reputations; and, (4) adversaries' reputations reinforce each other's reputations. 

The research began with a grounded research approach by conducting 19 elite interviews, 

a suitable method to discover unknown aspects of a new concept. The subsequent scale 

was tested (N = 971) for two former Presidents of the United States, Barack Obama and 

Donald Trump, using four-factors: (1) their perceived legitimacy (PLgt); (2) their social 

evaluation (SE); (3) the public's parasocial relationships (PSR) with them; and, (4) their 

perceived agency. The scale demonstrated the validity and reliability to measure the 

personal reputations of the former Presidents. Thus, personal reputation of a PF is the 

relevant public’s collective opinions gathered through their socially constructed beliefs 

about the PFs (SE), perceived responsibility or ability to control the situation in a 

reputation crisis (agency), the rightfulness of the position in which a PF may claim clout 

over others (PLgt), and the intensity of attachment with the PF (PSR). The research 

findings introduced six strategies used by adversaries in reputation attacks. The data 

results revealed that the perceived views about PFs of one’s close networks accounted for 

approximately 70% of the variance in one’s views about these PFs. The discussion 

introduced the network influence (NI), a concept that explains how one's mediated 

networks influence their views about PFs. The investigation presented recommendations 

for reputation management practitioners. The research benefits theory advancement, 
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practical application of reputation management, and opens doors for future research in 

several social science fields. 

 Keywords: Personal reputations, reputation management, Social Exchange Theory 

(SET), mixed-method study, scale development, perceived legitimacy (PLgt), social 

evaluation (SE), parasocial relationships (PSR), agency, Donald Trump, Barack Obama, 

Network Influence (NI), strategic communication.  
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Chapter One  
 

Introduction 

The analysis of reputations of prominent individuals that a society venerates or 

despises provides a commentary about the social structures in which they exist. The way 

a reputation is made or destroyed “not only represents the thoughts and ideals of the 

cultural worlds in which it occurs, but it also helps to explain how the society is shaped 

by the actions of prominent social figures” (King & Fine, 2000, p. 71).  

Bromley (1993) contended that reputations are culturally and socially constructed, 

established over time, and are advantageous to the entity. However, for a long time, 

scholars used reputation as an arbitrary term, which was left for the reader to decipher 

(Balmer & Bromley, 2001; Zinko et al., 2016). It has been difficult to define because the 

concept has been used in different contexts and in different industries.  

Often people associate personal reputations with an asset of a public figure (Veh 

et al., 2018) and PFs have the ability to drive their reputations negatively or positively. 

This common understanding is problematic in two ways. First, reputations are a valuable 

asset of both, (PF) and non-public figures. Second, because reputations are made in the 

public domain, the way public construct their views about others have a key role in 

creating reputations; communication dynamics between the public, such as messages, 

channels, sources, responses, and noise, threaten how the publics received cues about a 
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person’s reputation. Thus, the resulting reputations may not have to do with individuals’ 

desired reputation. 

This research considers the contemporary ways of personal reputation threats that 

occur in social and digital communicative settings. To this end, this study will explore 

what influences the public in allowing some reputation attacks to be successful while 

other attacks fail to significantly influence reputations.  

There are two goals of this research study. The first goal is to establish an 

understanding of personal reputations by conceptualizing and operationalizing it, which 

will be useful in advancing theory-building in social science; secondly, using a sequential 

mixed method research approach, develop a measurement scale for personal reputations, 

which is tested in the context of political public figures (PF). The study demonstrates the 

need for further exploration in personal reputations as a precursor to theory-building and 

better reputation management for both public figures (PF) and nonpublic figures 

Statement of Problem 

President Barack Obama referred to the part of the election cycles – when 

opponents launch scurrilous attacks on each other – as the “political silly-season” 

(Wulfhorst, 2008). However, reputation attacks during election campaigns have nothing 

silly about them. These attacks are increasing in intensity and frequency, which Blake 

(2016) noted in The Washington Post report; he elaborated that during the 2016 election, 

both Republicans and Democrats spent more money on attack campaigns than they did 

on personal advertisements.  
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As personal reputations have become more vulnerable to damage from 

adversaries, such as political rivals or opponents, maintaining reputations has become 

critical and pertinent to individuals. However, the reputation related literature is siloed in 

corporate reputations (CR) with little attention given to personal reputations (Ali et al., 

2015; Zinko & Rubin, 2015; Zinko et al, 2007).  

There are some similarities between CR and personal reputations. To name a few, 

just as personal reputations, reputations are crucial to corporate survival; corporations 

regard them synonymous with greater loyalty in stakeholders, competitive edge with 

rivals, and profitability (Ali et al., 2015; Bouchikhi & Kimberly, 2008).  

It becomes difficult to borrow from CR literature to better understand personal 

reputations because CR literature is somewhat chaotic. A meta-study of CR by Veh et al. 

(2018) identified 5885 scholarly publications that stemmed from different fields such as 

economics, marketing, organizational communication, and business studies. So, while 

multiple disciplines are paying attention to the study of CR, the downside of these 

multidisciplinary examinations have resulted in disjointed theoretical foundations of the 

study of reputations and have layered the construct with considerable inconsistencies (Ali 

et al. 2015; Chun, 2005; Gerring 1999; Walker, 2010).  

By contrast, there has been little attention given to studying and defining the 

construct of personal reputations (Zinko et al, 2007; Zinko & Rubin, 2015). An informal 

literature review on personal reputation management confirmed that scant attention has 

been paid to the study of personal reputations. When it has gotten some attention, 

personal reputations have primarily focused on case studies of prominent individuals. The 
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obvious drawback of case study analyses is the atypical nature of each case and its 

inability to deductively establish general principles for establishing reputation or 

preventing reputation damage.  

Key Issues 

  Robinson (1969) pointed out that many public relations (PR) professionals used 

a gut-feeling approach to PR. While theory-based approaches have been a hallmark of 

PR, personal reputation management (PRM) practices in PR, still rely on the gut-feeling 

approach. A Google search on personal reputation management (PRM) revealed that PR 

practitioners rely heavily on unproven methods and advice from the so-called reputation 

gurus.  

The most significant gap in the literature concerns the public’s role in the creation 

of reputations. The case study approach in personal reputation crisis analyses often 

reduces the public’s role to mere receivers of communication, who will react predictably 

and consistently to the strategies promoted by reputation managers.  

As there is little theoretical and conceptual analysis about individual reputations, 

many questions remain unanswered, such as, what are the major threats to reputations 

and what motivates individuals to earn and maintain positive reputations? How are 

reputations established in the public eye, and what role does the public perceptions play 

in perpetuating reputations? Also, little is known about what constitutes a bad reputation, 

and what conditions define when a reputation crisis may have started and ended. 

Additionally, a majority of research focuses on Eurocentric perspectives, with little 
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attention paid to diverse cultural norms that may dictate construction and destruction of 

reputations. 

Threats to Personal Reputations 

A popular Urdu language maxim goes like this: When a man wearing his neatest 

outfit stumbles and falls into a mud pile, he first looks around to see who watched him 

fall before he assesses his injuries. This is a time-tested notion; reputations are cherished 

properties of all people; however, it can be threatened by one’s own actions or by others’. 

It is interesting though that despite of how a personal reputation threat initiates, an 

antagonist-protagonist dichotomy emerges in the publics’ views. For example, if a PF is 

threatened by another person then the accuser is seen as the attacker and the accused is a 

seen as a target, whereas if a person’s past misbehavior is exposed in the media then the 

source is viewed as the attacker and the PF is viewed as the protagonist.   

A distinguishing characteristics of personal reputation threats are that they are 

rhetorical by nature. The reputation threats can be examined on three criteria: (1) self-

initiated or other-initiated (referred to as attacks); (2) orchestrated or unorchestrated; and, 

(3) factual or fictitious. The following is an explanation of these threats to reputations.  

Bad Behavior. A person exhibiting behavior that defy laws, social and cultural 

values, and moral or ethical expectations of the public poses a threat to their reputation. 

Such a threat is often self-initiated, unorchestrated, and factual.   

Scandals. Scandals can be unorchesterated and self-initiated as a result of bad 

behavior; they can also be other-initiated and highly orchestrated. Thompson (2000) 

identified five features of a scandal, they include: (1) transgressions of certain norms or 
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values; (2) transgressions are intended to remain concealed; (3) others disapprove of 

these transgressions; (4) others publicly express their disapproval; and, (5) the 

information is damaging to reputations of transgressors. Scandals can be of a financial, 

political, personal, or international nature (Basinger & Rottinghaus, 2012) and “are often 

characterized by a drama of concealment and disclosure” (Thompson, 2000, p. 18, 

emphasis added). 

Vilification. Vilification is a other-initiated threat to a person’s reputation that 

may or may not be orchestrated. Munro (1999) described vilification as an ordinary 

gossip that may not be orchestrated to threaten another person’s reputation. Vanderford 

(1989) elaborated a more orchestrated form of vilification, a rhetorical device that 

discredits adversaries by stressing someone’s socially undesirable attributes, such as their 

identities or demographic attributes, discrediting adversaries by characterizing them as 

ungenuine and malevolent can serve the same purpose.  

Character Assassination (CA). Character assassination is a rhetorical threat, 

therefore, by its nature it is other-initiated, often highly orchestrated, and can be based on 

fictitious events. A CA attack is concerned with undermining of a PF’s credibility and 

social status with others (Icks and Shiraev, 2014). In the past, one’s allegiance, 

aspirations, family background, sexual behavior, trustworthiness, mental illness, and 

maturity have been successfully used to assassinate reputations. 
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Table 1  
Types and Characteristics of Personal Reputation Threats  
 Self or Other-initiated Orchestrated - Unorchestrated Factual -Fictitious 
Bad Behavior Self-initiated Unorchesterated Factual 
Vilification Other-initiated Can be both Can be both 
Scandal  Other-initiated Can be both Factual 
CA Attacks Other-initiated Orchestrated Often both 

 
 
 
It should be noted that reputation threats hardly manifest in one way, often two or 

more threats combine to snowball the overall effect of a threat. To illustrate, a bad 

behavior can become scandalous and may be used in a character assassination attack.   

Role of the Social Media 

Social media has pervaded human communication and permitted new ways of 

behavior. Suler (2004, 2005) explained that online communication is often unrestrained 

by the expectations of offline communication; due to this, individuals often allow 

themselves to express the emotions, fears, and wishes that they may not otherwise 

express offline (Pendergrass & Wright, 2014). Consequently, the individuals’ behaviors 

in the net-sphere may be more “rude, critical, angry, hateful, or threatening” 

(Pendergrass & Wright, 2014, p. 1).  

There is also considerable evidence suggesting that individuals are more 

connected on social media. There are two reasons for increased public engagement on 

social media— one, anonymity and invisibility — second, ease of engaging in multiple 

networks.  

Anonymity and invisibility allow individuals to evade responsibility for hostile 

online behavior (Pendergrass & Wright, 2014). Whereas the ease of online engagement 
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with multiple networks allows greater access to individuals, which has reduced the 

difference between the vulnerability of the reputations of PFs and nonpublic figures. The 

greater access is a double-edged sword which can make an individual highly vulnerable 

to reputation damage while allowing them the ability to attack others.  

It is for this reason that the study of personal reputations is pertinent to public 

figures and nonpublic figures alike. At the same time, individual’s social media behavior 

is the context for this study.  

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study is to advance conceptualizing personal reputations and 

operationalizing of personal reputations, particularly in response to reputation crisis such 

as character assassination attacks or scandals. Therefore, particular attention is given to 

the perceptions that the public hold and the public sphere in which personal reputations 

form. The study proposes a theory-driven measurement scale of personal reputations 

through public perceptions. To contextualize the measurement scale, the research is 

focused on the reputations of political public figures (PF). 

The research comprises qualitative and quantitative research methods in a 

sequential order that include in-depth expert interviews and a survey questionnaire. The 

primary question explored in the study is about why some people can endure through 

personal reputation crisis while others succumb to these crises easily.  

The study will help generate greater interest among communication scholars in 

personal reputations, which will contribute to public relations and crisis communication 

fields. To benefit nonpublic figures as well as public figures, this research uncovered 
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ways of laying solid foundations for creating good personal reputations. In addition, this 

investigation discovered ways to minimize the negative consequences of personal 

reputation crises.  

Significance of the Study 

Icks and Shiraev (2014) recognized that “in every corner of history we find 

people of all ranks, occupations, and persuasions attempting to damage or destroy the 

reputation of their opponents to win political battles, discredit unwelcome views, or settle 

personal scores” (p. 4). Digital communicative methods have made it easy for 

provocative reputation attacks to gain viral exposure because nonpublic figures as well as 

PFs have a digital presence, both are vulnerable to far-reaching harm to their personal 

reputations on social platforms. For example, an individual’s closely guarded secrets can 

be made public on digital media with little resistance to impede their circulation. Bad 

news about an ordinary person can tarnish their reputation beyond repair and a negative 

political ad can quickly drop approval rating of a political PF.  

This study is significant as it closes several critical gaps in the knowledge of 

personal reputations and advances theory-based approach to its understanding. First, the 

study conceptualizes the term – personal reputations. Second, the study highlights the 

public’s role in establishing and influencing reputations. Third, the study examines the 

role that social media plays in reputation management. Fourth, the study offers a valid 

measurement scale for personal reputations.  
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Slater and Gleason (2012) contended that theories should be tested in new 

populations. With this in mind, I applied relevant interpersonal communication and 

sociological theories to guiding this study. 

This research is the first known study to address scale development of personal 

reputations that is not context based. Reputation crises are often addressed in the same 

manner as other crises such as natural disasters, where the instinctual reaction is to fill the 

information gap with messages. This approach gives little regard to the volition and the 

experiences of the public. For example, Coombs’s (2007) Situational Crises 

Communication Theory (SCCT) and Benoit’s Image Management Theory are response-

oriented theories, which underestimate the active role the public plays in reputation 

management (Fediuk et al., 2010). As a result, the shortfall of current approaches to 

reputation management is that it assumes the public will react the same in every situation 

as intended by the reputation managers.  

Highlighting how public perception are made requires diligent attention of 

message-creators. This research can suggest personal reputation management strategies 

for offsetting the negative consequences of reputation crises, such as damage to careers, 

livelihoods, and social and psychological consequences.  
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Chapter Two  
 

Review of the Literature 

The literature on reputation management is dominated by corporate reputation 

(CR) studies from various sectors such as marketing, business, economics, and others. 

However, this diversity inevitably allows multiple ways of theorizing and 

conceptualizing reputations (Ali et al. 2015; Chun, 2005; Gerring 1999; Lange et al. 

2011; Walker, 2010).  

CR literature is pertinent to personal reputations in some aspects. For example, 

Lange et al. (2011) operationalized reputation as familiarity (being known), future 

expectations, and perception of how others view an entity. Coombs and Holladay (2006) 

believed reputations are non-static that can intensify or deteriorate over time. Similarly, 

empirical evidence shows personal reputations vary by context; in other words, 

individuals can have good reputations with some publics and bad with others.  

Corporations view reputations as intangible assets similar to credibility, 

competitive advantage, fame, and esteem (Veh et al., 2018). Corporations’ stakeholders, 

such as shareholders, investors, employees, and customers, use a different measure of 

reputational success, often based on their primary concerns (Zinko et al, 2007; Zinko & 

Rubin, 2015). To elaborate: Shareholders view the corporations’ financial stability as 

their reputation; employees find high value in job benefits and security; and critics view 
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the corporations’ corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives as their reputations 

(Ertug et al., 2016).  

The literature on corporate reputation management inherently focuses on the 

relevant audiences or the stakeholders. With stakeholders in mind, there are three schools 

– impressional, relational, and traditional schools of thoughts on the nature of 

reputations (Chun, 2005). The evaluative and the impressional schools both rely on a 

single stakeholder’s overall view of a corporation. The relational school of thought 

conceptualizes corporate reputations as a synthesis of the opinions, perceptions, and 

attitudes held by the corporation’s multiple internal and external stakeholders (Post & 

Griffin, 1997). With a relational view, Chun (2005) established that the opinions of the 

organizations’ multiple stakeholders constitute their overall reputations.  

Davies et al. (2003) explained that “traditionally, reputation was something you 

had to defend; quotes like; on every word, a reputation dies,” was how CEOs viewed 

their role in reputation crises (Alliance Manchester Business School, 2011). Since the 

early 2000s, there has been a paradigm shift in corporate thinking, from profitability 

viewed as an indicator of reputation to reputation being an indicator of future profitability 

(Ali et al., 2015; Bouchikhi & Kimberly, 2008).  

Conceptualizing Reputations 

All corporations regardless of their size, mission, or business structure are 

invested in maintaining their reputations. A similar desire in individuals is sometimes 

overlooked; reputations are valued by nonpublic figures just as much as PFs. A study 

conducted by Cage et al. (2016) in school children revealed that reputation management 
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may be an intrinsic human desire; their study found that autistic as well as neuro-typical 

children actively managed their reputations. This concern about personal reputation has 

now migrated to public forums on the Internet (Johns & McCosker, 2015). Individuals 

now actively maintain their reputations through social media such as Facebook and 

LinkedIn.  

Reputations as Identity 

Scholars have written about identity in similar terms as reputations. Benoit (2017) 

elaborated on personal identity, suggesting that criticism of a person’s character or their 

performance harm their self-perceptions and other’s perceptions of them.  

George Herbert Meade, the famous American scholar, argued in his 1934 book 

Mind, Self, and Society that human identities go beyond their biology or their culture. 

Instead, identities are a symbolic process of communication with others in society where 

one’s identity shifts and changes as other’s outward disposition toward them changes 

(Meade, 1934). Thus, individuals create two types of identities; the first identity is what 

Mead called “me,” a perception of oneself in their mind. The second is the response to 

the public disposition toward them known as “I.” Therefore, verifying Bromley’s (2001) 

assertion that individuals may hold multiple identities at the same time (Bromley, 2001). 

These identity changes may be shaped by one’s personal characteristics or a symbolic 

exchange of perceptions with others (Oržekauskas & Šmaižienė, 2007). Therefore, during 

reputation attacks, when a person’s public image is attacked, they may suffer damage to 

self-image and face crises of self-identity.  
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Individuals manage their reputations by synergizing their identity and public 

perceptions. Goffman (1967) introduced the idea of competing identity and perceptions 

as face-work. In interpersonal interactions, face-work explains the human motivation to 

actively seek positive perceptions. Goffman (1967) explained that this behavior is more 

prevalent than we imagine, “In our society, this type of capacity is sometimes called tact, 

savoir-faire, diplomacy, and social skill” (p. 13). Individuals project a positive face that 

reflects the prevailing social code and feel compelled to project that image to others. 

Individuals are motivated to save face because “the person protects, and defends, and 

invests his feelings in an idea about himself” or the self-image (Goffman, 1967, p. 43).  

Social psychologists believe that people care about how they are perceived by 

others, so they behave in a socially desirable manner when they know they are being 

watched (Bateson et al., 2013; Izuma et al., 2010, 2011). Thus, individuals’ motivation to 

maintain reputation may be both for their public and personal image.  

In other words, literature review suggests that a person’s motivation to have a 

favorable reputation and reputation management are the same thing. Thus, reputation 

management is meant to reduce the discrepancy between one’s identity, desired face, and 

face (one’s image or how they are perceived by others).  

Reputations as Public Perceptions 

Post and Griffin (1997) argue that reputation is a synthesis of the opinions, 

perceptions, and attitudes about a person. Since reputations are socially constructed with 

others, therefore, individuals with good reputations are generally those who net more 
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favorable opinions among the relevant sectors of the public than those who might net 

more scorn.  

At this point, a good question to explore is why does audience exhort energy to 

form other people’s reputation? Audience is concerned about others’ reputations because 

they rely on these reputations to predict their future behavior (Leimgruber et al., 2012) by 

using reputation as a cognitive shortcut (Brettschneider, 2002); and because individuals’ 

behavior is open to public interpretation, the subsequent reputation may vary by the 

audience.  

In the social context in which reputations are formed the opinions of both those in 

one’s close network and those who are loosely connected are relevant in forming 

reputations. Those in close networks may often rely on personal interactions to form 

reputations. Whereas loosely associated individuals may rely on predispositions and 

perceptions to form reputations; they are most relevant to PFs because these individuals 

may sketch an image of the PF in their networks for others. Therefore, often individuals 

possess favorable and non-favorable reputations simultaneously.  

Characteristics of Personal Reputations  

Given the prevalence of media in communication, especially social media, it 

serves to reason that the formative process of reputations also takes place on these 

platforms. The following section reviews four characteristics of personal reputations in 

the context of social media: (1) public cocreate personal reputations of PFs within their 

social networks (2) personal reputations are enduring; (3) personal reputations are binary 

both favorable and unfavorable; and, (4) adversaries’ reputations reinforce each other’s 
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reputations. A short explanation of the four characteristics of personal reputation is 

below.  

Reputations are Co-created 

 The first characteristic centers on the public creation of reputations. Personal 

reputations are socially constructed during public and private interactions such as private 

conversations and online discourse (Ferris et al., 2003). Pfeffer (1992) suggested that 

these perceptions are perpetuated on social media. The idea of co-creation explains the 

influence of one’ social networks in forming opinions and ideas (Botan, 1992). The 

interactions of co-creation of reputations can be examined at two levels of consciousness, 

at the subconscious level and the conscious level.   

Subconscious Level. First, at the subconscious level, when a family member or a 

friend, who Fishbein & Ajzen (1975) referred to as the normative referents, share 

opinions of animosity or affection for a person, individuals are likely to build a 

predisposition to these opinions. Thus, when people who we trust such as friends and 

family, share their opinions about a PF, it creates a social desirability effect to share these 

views; the support may sometimes be without a reason or concrete evidence.  

Conscious Level. At a conscious level of co-created realities and a natural 

continuation from subconscious level of awareness, people may seek popular opinion, an 

idea known as surrogate experience (Gilbert, 2006). In fact, Gilbert, a Harvard 

University social psychologist, argued that almost everything that we know is 

information provided to us by others. At this level, we rely on others’ experiences to 
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predict our own experiences. The concept of surrogate experiences is tied to the success 

of sites such as Yelp, Rate My Professor, and similar social media platforms.  

Reputations are Enduring 

  Icks and Shiraev (2014) suggested that reputations outlast an individual’s 

lifespan. They argued that historical texts and religious histories open doors for 

posthumous reputations threats. This concept is amplified in the cyber world. In the 

digital realm, information contributing to perceptions becomes enduring with little 

chance of being changed through reversing, retracting, or repealing information.  

In modern times, politicians’ and celebrities’ tweets are recorded in real-time by sites 

such as factba.se and Politwoops.eu, so they can be recovered even if the original tweets 

are deleted. Also, because media broadcasts such as newspapers, television, and radio are 

archived on the internet for public consumption, records are permanently available and 

easily accessible; they are close to impossible to restrict, contain, or erase once made 

available in the cyberspace. In fact, big data analyses individuals’ internet engagement 

and even individuals’ mouse tracking and eye-tracking behaviors. 

Reputations are Binary 

The third characteristic of personal reputations is that in all instances they are 

binary, favorable and unfavorable. An individual will have simultaneous favorable and 

unfavorable reputations (Harvey et al, 2007). A good reputation in a certain population at 

a certain time is marked by favorable views outweighing unfavorable views. Perceptions 

are especially quick to spread on social media and can become enduring (Latif, 2018).  
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Reputations are Mutually Reinforcing with Adversaries 

Lastly, reputation crises arise as a response to orchestrated attacks such as a 

character assassination attacks or unorchesterated attacks such as a scandal that triggers a 

public reaction, creating a protagonist and antagonist dynamic in the public landscape. 

The public perception of antagonist-protagonist does not align with the attacker and 

target dynamic. In other words, the observers do not instinctively consider the attackers 

as the protagonists and targets as the antagonists, or vice versa; instead, public perception 

of one consequently forms through the level of favorability toward one and 

unfavourability for the other (Jasper, Young, & Zuern, 2020). Thus, individuals form 

their own opinions about who stands as the protagonist and the antagonist. In this way, a 

person’s reputation is reinforced by the adversary or the alternative entity. This can be 

empirically observed in political PF where favorability for one candidate instinctively 

creates unfavourability for their adversary.  

In this research, Attribution Theory (AT) and Social Exchange Theory (SET) help 

develop the theoretical framework to elaborate the expectations from PFs and the 

antagonist and protagonist perceptions are formed in the mediated communicative 

transactions. Moreover, these theories also explain the way public form attachments to 

PFs. 
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Chapter Three  
 

Theoretical Underpinning 

At this point, two significant questions about the role of the public arises. First, 

why does a public exhort energy to form other people’s reputation? Second, what 

motivation does a public have to pursue PFs to form these reputations.  

Reputation researchers contend that a public is concerned about PF’s reputations 

because they rely on these reputations to predict their future behavior (Leimgruber et 

al., 2012) by using reputation as a cognitive shortcut (Brettschneider, 2002). The 

Attribution Theory (AT) and Social Exchange Theory (SET) help better rationalize these 

explanations.  

Attribution Theory 

Attribution Theory (AT) provides a useful explanation of the intricacies of 

reputations. Because individuals use reputations to predict others’ future behavior, AT 

provides an understanding of the social and cultural motivations that help form the 

perceptions that become reputations.  

Attribution Theory, traced to Fritz Heider (1958), suggested that individuals tend 

to act as naïve psychologists and exhort cognitive effort to attribute causes to events both 

positive and negative. For this reason, AT has been widely used in fields that study 

concepts related to reputations such as leadership studies (Cronshaw & Lord, 1987; 
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Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002; Mantinko et al., 2007; Tjosvold, 1985) and crises 

situations (Bradford & Garrett, 1995; Coombs, 1995, 2007; Hartel et al., 1998; Jorgensen, 

1994,1996; McDonald & Hartel, 2000; Stockmyer, 1996).  

The attributions that people give to PF’s behavior hold a significant 

communicative effect. Because individuals’ behavior is open to public interpretation, the 

subsequent reputation may vary by the audience. If a public perceives a behavior to be 

bad, the behavior is noted, assigning PFs negative attributions thus causing negative 

reputations (Coombs, 2007). Similarly,   

Kelley (1971, 1973) identified that the AT relied on consensus about attributes 

(shared views), consistency with which these attributes are shared among a public 

(frequency of shared information), and distinctiveness of information (newsworthiness). 

These characteristics are consistent with the characteristics of personal reputations and 

help understand which attributes a public may prioritize when they form reputations of 

PFs.  

Social Exchange Theory (SET)  

The Social Exchange Theory (SET) is a simple interpersonal communication 

theory, which is widely applicable in understanding relationships. It helps explain why 

and how individuals make and maintain relationships with PFs. In essence, all people fall 

in this category. The SET posits that:  

The major force in interpersonal relationships is the satisfaction of people’s self-

interest. The notion of self-interest is often considered malevolent pursuit, nevertheless, 

individuals’ sense of self-interest enhances relationships. Interpersonal exchanges are 
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thought to be analogues to economic exchanges where people are satisfied when they 

receive a fair return for their expenditure. (West & Turner, 2010, p. 201). In other words, 

the SET suggested that individuals balance the “costs” of engaging in a relationship with 

the “benefits” or the rewards from it.  

Initially put forward as the Theory of Interdependence, SET is attributed to the 

work of John Thibaut and Harold Kelley (1959), George Homans (1961), and Peter Blau 

in human psychology, sociology, and anthropology (West & Turner, 2010). Although 

SET is an interpersonal communication theory, it has found extensive applicability to 

fields such as finance, tourism, and business where human behavior does not conform to 

traditional cost-benefit behaviors (Emerson, 1976; Wang & Pfister, 2008; Zafirovski, 

2005).  

Because SET explains relationships between seemingly incompatible individuals 

develop and even thrive, is a suitable theory for understanding human behavior during the 

creation and maintenance of reputations of PFs. It is noteworthy that by their nature, 

relational evaluation of public with PFs defy traditional cost and benefit calculations in 

interpersonal relationships. Therefore, it will be helpful to see how the assumption of 

SET is pertinent to forming PFs reputations.  

Assumptions of SET 

There are three main assumptions of SET. First, individuals like to avoid cost and 

seek benefits in a relationship; second, individuals make rational conclusions; third, 

individuals measure costs and rewards differently based on individual preferences and 

timing (West & Turner, 2010). While these assumptions are based in the context of 
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interpersonal relations, they guide the understanding of individual’s motivations to 

maintain on-sided, non-relational ties with public figures (PF).  

Explanation. Emerson (1976) posited that SET involves many interactions that 

prompt an individual’s social obligations. Thus, the costs and rewards phenomenon often 

take place as negotiations with oneself to justify costs and rewards. Individuals use self-

talks to justify social rewards of maintaining relationships with others. The costs and 

rewards are different for every person due to individual preferences; however, the 

rewards to self, do not predict costs to the other individual.  

Even though, SET scholars agree that relational partners incur costs and rewards 

differently, they diverge on the question: Is social exchange reciprocal or non-reciprocal? 

This questions whether individuals reciprocate to others with a similar currency such as, 

time, money, and affections. In other words, the question is about whether both partners 

reciprocate to costs incurred to them or is a relationship negotiated between people with 

different and non-reciprocal currency, for example, a relationship in which one person 

might be more generous financially while the other reciprocates with extra psychological 

support (Blau, 1964; Levi- Strauss, 1969).   

While both views of SET have its adherents, this research adopts the latter view 

because people engage with PFs in non-relational and non-reciprocal interactions. 

Moreover, even though these relationships between the public and PFs are non-

reciprocal, people are often highly invested in relationships. Therefore, parasocial 

relationships can help examine the way rewards and costs are determined in mediated 

relationships with PFs.  
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Parasocial Relationships 

Horton and Wohl (1956) first introduced the idea of parasocial interactions (PSI) 

after observing that many people interacted with their favorite television and radio PFs as 

if they were physically present in the same space.  

Traditionally, PSI refer to the emotional bonds that individuals form with their 

favorite media personalities (Dibble & Rosaen, 2011). Other researchers elaborated that 

PSI can in fact progress to voluntary non-reciprocal parasocial relationships (PSR) where 

individuals become dependent on the mediated relationships with media personalities 

(Hu, 2016).  

Tukachinsky (2010) explained that PSR can vary in the intensity and quality, 

“similar to real life relationships, PSR can range from a mere acquaintance to friendship 

or love” (p. 76). Tian and Hoffner (2010) recognized feelings of affection, gratitude, and 

loyalty as an outcome of PSR. However, these scholars failed to acknowledge adverse 

PSR that elicit anger, disgust, hatred, and ridicule toward a persona through media (Tian 

& Hoffner, 2010). Parasocial relationships explain the closeness that many television 

viewers feel with celebrities such as Oprah Winfrey or Tucker Carlson and the 

unfavorable feelings that some viewers may have for them (Thompson, 2000).  

Similarly, it is reasonable to believe that PSIs and PSRs exist between individuals 

and their favorite social media celebrities, gamers, bloggers, and other PFs. With these 

public figures, individuals develop a non-reciprocal relationship. Individuals weigh cost-

benefits in their PSR just as they do in their conventional relationships, so individuals’ 

PSRs with mediated FPs would also be subjected to the notions of SET. Thus, the notion 
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of PSI supports that when reputation threats about PF emerge on social media, the public 

react to the content positively or negatively based on PSR with them. 

According to SET, reward-seeking during interactions is found on two levels. 

First, at comparison level (CL) that determines a baseline of what is considered adequate 

reward in an interaction. Second, individuals find reward-seeking in a relationship on a 

comparison level of alternatives (CLalt) or the expectations from an interaction based on 

equal and alternative relationships; CLalt is a measure of “stability” in a relationship 

rather than satisfaction in the relationship (West & Turner, 2010). CLalt provides a 

plausible explanation for public reaction during a PFs’ reputation crises, who compare 

their PSR with the PF to their PSR with the adversary of the PF, to seek which 

relationship provides them the most stability. In this context, stability implies the public’s 

feeling of least cognitive dissonance (by supporting this person I am not making 

contradictions with my beliefs), social sanctions (by supporting this person I will not be 

socially isolated), and other social costs that may incur.  

SET explains the motivations of individuals to support PFs when their reputations 

are threatened, particularly when these threats play out in the media. However, a deeper 

understanding of these motivations is needed to understand why some individuals have 

“Teflon” reputations with some audiences such as Donald Trump, who seem to get away 

with reputation threats.  

In the social context in which reputations are formed, the opinions of both – those 

in the close network (relational others) and those in distant networks (non-relational 

others) – are relevant in forming reputations. Relational others may rely on experiences 
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and close observations to form reputations; they are also often in a reciprocal relationship 

with those whose reputations are being formed. On the other hand, non-relational others 

are in non-reciprocal relationships with PFs. They are most relevant to PFs because they 

have some clout in their own networks to sketch an image of the PF. These non-relational 

others can perpetuate an image that reverberates through their networks, mainly social 

media platforms, allowing for the easy spread of these perceptions. For example, online 

trolls, who are typically non-relational others, can plant a seed of doubt about a PF’s 

social profile to influence the followers’ perceptions.  

AT and SET explain the theoretical underpinning of non-relational and non-

reciprocal mediated interactions between the PF and the public. Accordingly, the 

question then arises: Why and how some individual’s reputations are more resilient to 

reputation threats than others. To address the different dimensions of this question, the 

following research questions are advanced.  

Research Questions 

RQ1: What attack strategies are used to harm an individual’s reputation?  

RQ2: How significant is the public in forming an individual’s reputation?  

RQ2a: What is their role during a reputation attack?  

RQ2b: How has social media altered or aided individuals’ role during a personal 

reputation attack?  

RQ3: Why are some reputations seemingly impervious to damage from reputation 

threats while others can be vulnerable to even the slightest attempts of reputation attacks? 
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RQ4: Is there evidence to support the characteristics of personal reputations that 

the research is grounded in?  

 RQ4a: Are reputations co-created between public?  

RQ4b: Are reputations enduring?  

RQ4c: Are reputations binary?   

RQ4d: Are reputations mutually reinforcing?  

RQ5: Do personal reputation attacks have an effect on a PF’s self-image? If so, in 

what ways?  

Scale Development and Quantitative Research  

Although the personal reputations of PFs and nonpublic figures are equally 

imperative to maintain; however, this study focuses on the personal reputations of 

political PFs during a reputation threat. The research will discuss reputations under 

threatening situations for three reasons. First, political PFs facing reputation threats 

provide a sharp model for the attacker and target dynamic, allowing easy testing of the 

protagonist-antagonist scenarios. Second, political PFs are highly recognizable, and the 

public often has strong opinions about them. Third, political PFs make more effort to 

position themselves in legitimate positions – to get elected, than non-political PFs.  

Both in the literature and in vernacular, the concepts of images, perceptions, and 

reputations of public figures are regularly conflated. This has caused some confusion, so 

before proceeding, it will be helpful to clarify these concepts. The literature review 

elucidated that images and perceptions make up the reputations that one holds of a PFs. 
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Images 

Images are the public’s views based on their observations of the superficial 

attributes and generalized observations of a PF. Images are transient views as they change 

with experiences of and observations of the PF. Images, perceptions, and reputations are 

similar in that they are an individual’s views based on some supporting factors such as 

observations, stereotypes, preconceived notions, and experiences; however, they vary in 

the degree to which they are preserved in the public memory. Thus, several high-impact 

images form perceptions of a PF. 

Perceptions. Perceptions can be somewhat unstable or ephemeral in nature. 

Perceptions are judgments formed mainly by a person’s short-lived images – the public’s 

ability to makes sense of the images through their senses, moods, and emotions. Thus, the 

public is likely to create perceptions of others based on socially constructed sensitivities; 

during the worldwide coronavirus pandemic, negative perceptions were made concerning 

the celebrities reported to be vacationing during mandatory quarantine. The perceptions 

that a public makes of a PF may create their predispositions toward the PF’s future 

behavior.   

Reputations. Images formed consistently about a PF by the majority of the public 

over a relatively long time develop into reputations. Reputations are often enduring and 

do not change easily with changing moods and emotions. When more individuals in a 

particular public view a PF favorably, they are said to have good reputations. 
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Figure 1 
Perceptions, Images, and Reputations 
 
 
 

This clarification helps understand why some bad behaviors do not change 

reputations, which are long-held views and do not change easily. Personal reputations of 

a PF have often been conflated with their approval or their likeability, which has been 

untrue anecdotally. It is, therefore, the study sought to better understand the nature of 

personal reputations. As in any exploratory examination of a concept, the grounded 

research method helped discover the unexplored dimensions of personal reputations. The 

interviews helped identify deep insights about personal reputations; particularly, two 

aspects helped the quantitative study immensely. First, a PF’s perceived legitimacy 

contributes to their reputation; secondly, the perceived privilege of a PF’s normative 

identities contributes toward their favorable appraisal. 

Measuring Personal Reputations  

Literature review revealed that personal reputations are formed over time – each 

interaction, often a mediated interaction, leaves an impression of a PF. As each 
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subsequent impression confirms a past impressions, an image of a PF cultivates in one’s 

mind. A reputation is formed when more people share a similar image of a PF. 

Public figures are thought to have good reputations when they earn more 

favorable views from others than unfavorable views within their close network of 

individuals. However, because these networks may act favorably or unfavorably to a PF 

due to group members’ predispositions these perceptions are fleeting and change with 

time, to measure reputation of a PF, it may be helpful to establish “what” needs to be 

measured and “how” to measure it.  

Unit of Analysis 

Although, PF’s reputations are observed at group level, an individual’s image of 

the PF is an appropriate unit of analysis for the measurement of reputations. Because the 

PFs chosen for research are already prominent individuals, participants have already 

made opinions about them over time (impressions), it is plausible that the participants are 

responding to survey questions based on their preconceived notions (images). If 

unchallenged, these preconceived notions turn into reputations.  

Background 

Reputations are the collective images of a PF held by individuals. A useful scale 

for personal reputation measurement will help identify what influences these images what 

factors contribute to forming these images.  

Factor Selection for Measuring Reputations. Literature review and interviews 

with qualitative study participants suggested four factors that contribute to reputations of 

a political PF. The first two factors are established as agency (intent) and social 
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evaluation (liking), using a framework devised by Dunn (2004). The third factor for 

measuring a political PF’s reputations is the public’s quality of PSR with them. Lastly, 

the qualitative study interviews suggested that the public’s perceived legitimacy of a PF, 

especially a political FP, has a significant role in their reputations.  

This study explores the social construction of public perceptions of a target during 

reputation threats. Dunn (2004, 2005, 2008) provide a plausible framework, which 

described the disparity in the public's perceptions of domestic abuse victims.  

Dunn's (2004) framework of victimization is applicable and useful in this research 

in two ways. First, Dunn's victimization framework provides insights into the social 

construction of perceptions. These perceptions are formed through the interactions of two 

characteristics, perceived agency (ability to control situation) and social evaluation 

(liking). Second, Dunn's (2004) framework explains the diametrically different reactions 

such as compassion and victim-blaming, clarifying the varying reactions to targets of 

similar reputation threats.  
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Figure 1 
Dimensions of Reputations 
 
 
 
Dunn’s Victim Typologies 

 Dunn (2004, 2005, 2008) presented four typologies of the victims of domestic 

violence; (1) precipitating victims; (2) heroic victims; (3) Ideal victims; and (4) 

stigmatized victims. Each victim type depicts the process of perception-forming when the 

public evaluate these victims. Following is a brief explanation of the victim typologies.  

Precipitating Victims. Dunn (2004) posited that “precipitating victims” – people 

who brought the blame on themselves – are individuals who are viewed to have high 

agency and held in low regard. Precipitating victims are viewed to have caused the 

reasons for condemnation they receive. Historically speaking, women and members of 

underprivileged groups are victim-blamed and predominantly comprise this group 
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(Carlson, 1992; Dunn, 2004). Dunn (2004) observed that victims of violence or rape are 

often placed in this group. R&B artist Rihanna received backlash because she stayed in a 

relationship with Chris Brown even after domestic abuse accusations (Edgar, 2014). This 

victim type has low public support.  

Heroic Victims. Heroic or survivor victims are those who receive high social 

evaluation and high perceived agency. They are viewed as tenacious and resolute through 

the personal reputation crises; therefore, they enjoy a higher public support and perceived 

as admirable and honorable; they identify, inspire, and unify the group (Carlson, 1992; 

Dunn, 2004). For instance, Rosa Parks who resisted segregation is considered a heroic 

victim. 

Ideal Victims. Ideal victims are viewed to have low agency (ability to control 

situation) and are perceived positively; thus, they receive positive public support. These 

victims are called ideal victims because they depict the dictionary definition of victims 

who resisted an attack but failed. These victims elicit sympathy and concern in public 

(Dunn, 2004). The public may often perceive those with whom they ideologically agree 

as ideal victims. This is evident in the example of republican party supporters who view 

Donald Trump as a heroic victim since his first impeachment. 

Stigmatized Victims. Stigmatized victims are viewed as whiners (Lamb, 1999) 

who themselves are often ashamed of the victim label. These victims have low perceived 

agency, yet negatively perceived with low levels of public support "eliciting pity or 

contempt" (Dunn, 2004, p. 240). Such categorization often leads to the victims' 

disempowerment as they may be dismissed or not taken seriously. Dunn (2004) 
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elaborated: "When sympathy is too closely entwined with pity, it has a stigmatizing effect 

– the emotion is an integral part of the meaning conferral that causes the person or the 

group to be ranked low in a normative system of stratification" (p. 239). Thus, public 

responses are based on the effective evaluation of the victim, who might be perceived 

positively, negatively, or neutrally (Dunn, 2004). 
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Figure 2  
Target Typologies: Model based on Dunn (2004)  
 
 
 

It can be inferred from Dunn’s framework that reputation threats may succeed or 

fail based on the victim’s social standing, although the victim’s perceived agency 

influences the nature of the support they receive (e.g., sympathy, admiration). Moreover, 

figure 2. elaborates that individuals may receive more social support during a scandal 

than others and that some victims of an attack may receive positive public support despite 

the evidence of wrongdoings.  
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Hypotheses1 

With the conceptual and theoretical understating of personal reputations, the study 

forwards the following hypotheses to advance a measurement scale for personal 

reputations. 

H1: If the perceived legitimacy of the target in a reputation threat is high then it is 

more likely that they will have a favorable reputation.  

H2: If the overall perceived social evaluation (SE) of the target is high then it is 

more likely that they will have a favorable reputation.  

H3: If PSR with the target is high then it is more likely that they will have a 

favorable reputation.  

H4: If the perceived agency of the target is high then it is more likely that they 

will have a favorable reputation.  

H5: Perceived legitimacy (PLgt), social evaluation (SE), parasocial relationships 

(PSR) and agency contribute to the personal reputation measurement equally.  

 
1 Additional hypotheses will appear in chapter four. 
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Chapter Four  
 

Methodologies 

Frey, Botan, and Kreps (1996) suggested that an excellent way to research a 

question that may not have been explored before is triangulating the inquiry. 

Multimethodological triangulation is a suitable research strategy for gathering data that 

can provide various perspectives on complex issues under investigation and enabling a 

deep and clear understanding of the issues (Kreps, 2011). Since, to my knowledge, there 

has been no attempt to address personal reputations' conceptual understanding, method 

triangulation best addresses this research. Moreover, incorporating qualitative study can 

be immensely advantageous to scale development (DeVellis, 2003; Morgado et al., 

2017).  

Qualitative Research Method 

To address the research questions, I used a grounded research approach by 

conducting in-depth interviews with participants (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). The purpose 

of this approach was to explore personal reputations through the participants’ 

perspectives, experiences, and views.  

Elite interviews are well-suited for exploratory study to identify why, how, and 

the processes that occur in experiencing a phenomenon (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001; 

Hertz & Imber, 1995). The elite participants were categorized as individuals who satisfy 
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a combination of three criteria: (1) they are professionals or academics with experience in 

personal reputation management or reputation attacks or they are Public figures (PF) who 

manage their reputations; (2) they are prominent in their respective fields of study or 

professions; and (3) they are highly educated. See Table 2.   

The interviews were sequenced before the quantitative data collection to gain 

useful evidence from those discussions in scale development. The first five interviews 

were particularly revealing; the concepts of privilege and legitimacy emerged in these 

interviews. Consequently, these topics were included in the subsequent interviews, which 

verified these as relevant and informative dimensions of reputations; the literature review 

was revised to include these as dimensions of reputation in the quantitative survey. 

Questions about the legitimacy of a PF appeared to be better suited as a separate factor on 

the scale; however, privilege-related questions fit the social evaluation (SE) scale most 

suitably.  

Grounded Theory 

In tandem with selective coding and thematic coding, in vivo coding was 

incorporated to extrapolate meaningful quotes from the interviews. In vivo codes are 

collected as verbatim quotes (Saldana, 2014), as emic terms. In Vivo codes allow the 

researchers to focus on the nuances in the participants' use of language and expression to 

better understand a phenomenon in how they experience it, which is a useful deductive 

method of meaning-making in the grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2014). Using a 

combination of coding method was useful to isolate themes and gain a profound 

knowledge of how participants understood personal reputations. The many pauses and 
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fragmented responses were also taken into account for meaning making of the 

participants’ responses, which indicated their struggle to phrase their responses; 

sometimes due to their emotional state or other times, due to time needed to gather their 

thoughts.  

The literature review and participants' responses discovered that individual 

reputations consist of a person's agency, SE, legitimacy, and their parasocial relationships 

(PSR) with PF. It is unclear whether other communicative human behaviors also 

contributed to the complex concept of personal reputations, it was necessary to keep an 

open mind about what could be learned about it from the participants and what is known 

from the literature.  

Qualitative researchers rely on epoche to maintain open-mindedness to new 

information during the research process. With a keen eye on the details found during the 

interviews, a conscious effort was maintained to use epoche in my research behavior that 

urges the qualitative researcher to bracket – to preclude what is known about a 

phenomenon – to look at the concept with naïve eyes (Moustakas, 1994). With epoche in 

mind, I also sought to test the four characteristics of personal reputations with which I 

had started the research. These characteristics are: (1) reputations are co-created; (2) 

reputations are enduring; (3) reputations are binary; (4) reputations are mutually 

reinforcing. Epoche steers the researcher to remain transparent during the research, which 

mitigates the qualitative research's inherent subjectivity and reduces the researcher's bias 

(Moustakas, 1994). 
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Creswell (2007) suggested that researchers should practice reflexivity, which 

involves conscious awareness of their biases and predispositions throughout the research 

process. Personal reputation has been a topic of curiosity for me, as a relational concept 

at the interpersonal level and at a public perception level. However, discussing personal 

reputations with interview participants was not emotional for me; many of my biases 

remained procedural and academic. The use of New York Times articles that depicted 

Obama favorably and criticized Donald Trump clearly reflects my liberal bias. However, 

the use of the articles was not intended to bias the participants but to elicit their reactions 

distinctly to the portrayal of PFs.  

Some additional stress was caused by the worldwide coronavirus pandemic. At 

first, some of the research interviews were anticipated to take place via mediated 

platforms, due to the pandemic, ultimately, all the interviews took place via Cisco WebEx 

video conferencing. Three interviewees canceled interviews due to scheduling 

complications caused by the pandemic. Several participants had to reschedule as many as 

four times. Not knowing whether to stay persistent in getting an interview without 

burdening the participant or to forgo an interview caused me some frustration and 

anxiety.  

The analysis started with journaling the participants' overall demeanor and 

reactions to the interview questions. To illustrate, participant 10, a reputation 

management practitioner, who has worked on highly-recognized political scandals, and 

participant 11, a scholar whose research in the indigenous sex-workers is controversial – 

both of whom were recruited through cold-calling –initially seemed skeptical of my 
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intentions with the interviews. They chose their words hesitantly in the beginning of the 

interviews. They also displayed skepticism in whether their contribution would benefit 

my research. Therefore, it seemed necessary to build trust with these participants by 

repeating their comments’ fascinating parts and how their responses may have supported 

the literature review. Similarly, participant 18, an elected Canadian minister, wanted 

assurance that her comments may not be used out of context.  

I made a conscious effort of member checking during the interviews. Member 

checking can include verifying the participants' information, verifying interview 

transcripts, or verifying results with the participants (Moustakas, 1994). I included 

member checking as well as epoche and reflexivity by allowing the participants to 

introduce themselves and their experience with personal reputations instead of relying on 

the information that I had gathered about them. This was useful in discovering 

participant's experiences and disposition that were unknown to me. I also incorporated 

member checking by repeating to the participants by stating, "So, from your response 

would it be fair to suggest…?" and "If I understand you correctly, you mean…?" I 

believe doing so helped earn the participants’ trust in addition to clarifying any 

misunderstandings. I also discovered that doing so helped the participants feel their time 

and insights had been beneficial, which would frequently encourage them to discuss the 

topic at greater length, instead of ending a discussion. 

Starting with the intention to conduct the research, a good researcher knows their 

own objectives and desires to conduct the research and remain transparent and forthright 

with their participants about personal motivations. For me, the motivation to conduct this 
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study was practical as well as academic. My prior research in reputation threats had 

intrigued me about why some reputations are seemingly indestructible, which led me to 

explore the nature of personal reputations. I was particularly interested in exploring the 

neglected common themes that may emerge during interviews, which may help 

practitioners of reputation management. Additionally, reflexivity is especially useful if 

the researcher knows that their prior experience with the topic may interfere with 

observing and examining the nuances in participants’ perspectives. Involving myself 

reflexively in all parts of the research reduced bias and increased the credibility and 

validity of the findings.  

Participants and Recruitment Process. Nineteen elite interviews were 

conducted with three types of participants: 

Professionals or academics with experience in personal reputation management or 

reputation attacks or they are Public figures (PF) who manage their personal reputations. 

1. Individuals who are prominent and respected in their respective fields of study or 

professions. 

2. Individuals with advanced degrees.   

Well-suited participants included individuals who had launched reputation attacks 

on others, such as in political campaigns, or have been targets of such attacks. 

Participants mainly fell on at least two of the three criteria and had at least a master’s 

degree in their respective fields. Moreover, they represented five countries: (1) Canada; 

(2) Netherlands; (3) Pakistan; (4) the United Kingdom; and (5) the United States.  
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Choosing elite participants provided rare access to insights experts have regarding 

an obscure phenomenon from a highly articulate and erudite group of individuals from 

diverse backgrounds. Bowen et al. (2016) explained that elite interviews provide 

exclusive data from perspectives that indicate what authoritative individuals “see and do” 

(p. 9) in their fields. In this exploratory study, the participants with the most and highest-

level experience offered valuable insights allowing opportunity to gather valuable rich 

data. Although, interviews were curtailed at 19 interviews, collecting worthwhile rich 

data expedited data saturation. Burmeister and Aitken (2012) suggested that richness of 

the data, the quality of data, accounts for data saturation rather than thickness of the data, 

which is achieved with quantity. Data saturation was apparent in the elite interviews 

despite the diversity of participants’ expertise, professions, experiences, and other 

demographic diversity such as gender and nationality.  
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Table 2  
Participant Selection and Qualification 
Code Name 
& Gender 

Scholar Practitioner Participant 
in an Attack 

Target of an 
Attack 

Education 

Participant 1 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No Yes J.D. 

Participant 1 is human rights attorney who works closely in low-income communities to 
advocate for education and healthcare. He is also a state politician running a campaign 
for the 2020 general elections. He has been viciously attacked by his opponent both 
personally and professionally. 
Participant 2 
(Female) 

No No Yes Yes M.B.A. 

Participant 2 is a professional who has faced a backlash from her former place of 
employment and in the media for accusing her manager of sexual harassment. She and 
her accused were both fired from their workplace; the media portrayed her negatively 
for speaking out and questioning a family man's credibility. 
Participant 3 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No Yes Ph.D. 

Participant 3 is a scientist and a research faculty at a mid-Atlantic university. He 
regularly faces reputation attacks due to the nature of his research in climate change 
science.    
Participant 4 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No No Ph.D. 

Participant 4 is a United States Navy Reserves Officer who is also the Public Relations 
Director for a mid-sized midwestern public university. He also holds a Ph.D. degree and 
teaches at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, MD. He has served in Operation Enduring 
Freedom in Afghanistan, where he was assigned to advise and train the Afghan National 
Civil Order Police. 
Participant 5 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No No M.A. 

Participant 5 is a retired CEO and president of a prominent international public relations 
corporation for 10 years and now runs a PR consultancy firm. He has served as an 
adjunct faculty at a renowned northeastern university. He is an author and has published 
several books; among them, two are on reputation management. He has served as a 
combat helicopter pilot in the Vietnam War. 
Participant 6 
(Male) 

Yes Yes Yes No Ph.D. 

Participant 6 is a scholar and an author of a prominent book in political reputation 
management. He has served as a political advisor for prominent politicians in Europe. 
He has both corporate and personal reputation experience. He also teaches at a 
university in the United Kingdom. 
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Participant 7 
(Male) 

Yes No No No Ph.D. 

Participant 7 is a professor and scholar of history in a prominent European university 
and focuses his research on reputational threats of prominent historical figures. 
Participant 8 
(Female) 

Yes Yes No Yes M.A. 
 

Participant 8 was formerly an investigative journalist focusing on Chinese Athletes. Her 
expertise is in documenting shifts in the athletes' reputations and the political, personal, 
and other factors that may contribute to the changes in reputations. She has served as an 
expert witness at a federal court in a high-profile defamation case. She is also a 
published author and documented her reputation management experience in academic 
journals and now teaches public relations and journalism courses at a mid-size west 
coast university. 
Participant 9 
(Female) 

Yes Yes No Yes J.D. 

Participant 9 is an international human rights lawyer who faces recurring character 
attacks from international state agents. She also frequently attacks public officials and 
monarchs in her various writings and interviews. 
Participant 10 
(Male) 

No Yes Yes Yes M.A. 

Participant 10 is a public relations and reputation management practitioner in 
Washington, D.C. He has more than 20 years of experience working on political 
campaigns. During the Clinton administration, he has served as a political appointee and 
worked as a lobbyist on the Hill who promoted large multinational corporations. He 
regularly advises politicians on image management and reputation management. In 
2019, he advised on a national-level high-profile political scandal. 
Participant 11 
(Female) 

Yes No No Yes Ph.D. 

Participant 11 is an associate professor at a northeastern university, and her research 
focuses on the advocacy and health concerns of sex-workers. She receives frequent 
character attacks for her research and her blogs, where she shares her personal 
experiences with online dating apps. 
Participant 12 
(Female) 

Yes Yes No Yes Ph.D. 

Participant 12 is a former university professor and an administrator at a large southern 
university where she holds critical PR positions for the university and the university 
president. 
Participant 13 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No No Ph.D. 

Participant 13 is a professor of crisis communication at a large west coast university and 
has served as a PR director of an independent agency of the United States federal 
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government's executive branch. 
Participant 14 
(Male) 

Yes Yes No No Ph.D. 

Participant 14 is a professor at a large south-western university and a prominent 
researcher in public relations and corporate reputation. 
Participant 15 
(Male) 

Yes No No No Ph.D. 

Participant 15 is a professor at a prominent university in the United Kingdom and has 
authored several Winston Churchill biographies. 
Participant 16 
(Male) 

Yes No No No Ph.D. 

Participant 16 is a political phycology professor at a large mid-Atlantic university and 
an active researcher of character assassination attacks. 
Participant 17 
(Male) 

Yes No No No Ph.D. 

Participant 17 is an assistant professor at a mid-size southern U.S university and focuses 
his research on athletes' reputations. 
Participant 18 
(Female) 

No Yes No Yes J.D. 

Participant 18 is a Canadian minister elected to represent the riding of Ottawa Centre in 
the House of Commons of Canada. She has suffered severe personal attacks in the 
media and on social media for her the way she looks, political stances, and advocacy of 
specific policies. 
Participant 19 
(Female) 

Yes Yes No Yes Ph.D. 

Participant 19 is a professor and researcher of climate change policy and advocacy at a 
south-western university. She regularly suffers reputational attacks in the media and 
social media. 

 
 
 
For recruitment of interview participants, first email requests for interviews were 

sent to individuals in my network. A purposive snowball sampling strategy was used 

where respondents were encouraged to identify other relevant respondents to interview 

(Tongko, 2007). In this way, a snowball effect was used to encourage more potential 

participants to participate in the study. The most useful method proved to be the several 

cold calls made to contact individuals identified via literature review or internet searches. 
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This search took several months of researching, reading about the individuals and their 

published work, and tracing their contacts. During this process, some potential 

participants were found to be untraceable due to changes in the profession, moving, and 

even death. A solicitation was also distributed on National Communication Association’s 

(NCA) COMMNotes to recruit participants. This method yielded three useful 

interviewers, whereas two potential participants were politely declined because they did 

not meet the requirements of an elite category. 

Following the initial contact with participants, description of the research 

included in an IRB approved flyer was shared with the participants. The interviews took 

place virtually, via the researcher’s university-provided Cisco WebEx account.   

Attempts to recruit individuals through professional organizations such as the 

Public Relations Society of American (PRSA) and Washington Women in Public 

Relations (WWPR). These attempts proved unsuccessful.  

Procedures 

The researcher recruited 23 participants for interviews via Cisco WebEx, each of 

which took between 35-75 minutes. After the initial contact, the IRB approval and an 

electronic consent form were emailed to participants for review and were collected from 

the participants prior to the interviews (for documents, see Appendices). The participants 

were offered confidentiality and the ability to withdraw from the interview at any time; 

two participants decline due to inability to make time; four participants decided to 

withdraw from the study due to personal reasons, leaving 19 successful interviews.   
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In semi-structured in-depth interviews, using a funnel approach in which the 

participants were asked general questions at first and then more specific, open-ended 

questions related to their knowledge and experience with reputation threats and 

management (see Appendix A). The interviews were conducted until the point of 

saturation was reached (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In other words, the interviews were 

conducted until no new significant insights, themes, or scale related codes could be 

detected in the interviews. Interviews were conducted and recorded using Cisco WebEx 

with the participants' consent. All but one participant agreed to record the interviews; 

however, they agreed that they may be quoted.  

During the process of conducting the interviews, I kept a journal for memoing. In 

my memos, I included my expectations from the interviewees and what I may learn from 

these interviews. The journal included memos about my frustration with the participants 

who repeatedly missed interview appointments. The journal includes interesting quotes, 

new ideas, and my views on how the interviews might be helpful during the analysis. 

Reviewing the journal, before coding and analysis, allowed me to be reflexive about my 

biases toward the participants.  

Two interviews went drastically different from my expectations, those with 

participants 11 and 18. Participant 11 is a researcher in indigenous sex workers' issues 

and has been attacked viciously by both inside and outside academia. I expected that I 

would learn from her about the possible motivations of the people who have attacked her 

work. However, she refrained from making any statements about the attackers' 

motivations; she remained focused on the way the attacks have affected her personally 
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and as a researcher. Participant 18 is a Canadian parliamentarian who has been attacked 

for her appearance and the policies she has supported. The far-right conservative media 

has compared her to a popular sex-symbol to undermine her intellect. Participant 18 held 

the interview with me between two parliament sessions, I expected the interview to be 

relatively short, but she got engrossed in the interview and ended up spending more time 

than her staff had led me to believe. I expected to learn more about the participant's 

feelings about the attacks; instead, she focused on how these attacks interfere with her 

ability to pass policies.  

All but two participants interviewed from their homes, which prompted me to ask 

participants if there were children in close vicinity so topics inappropriate for children 

could be avoided. Two participants mentioned that they had children within an earshot.  

The Cisco WebEx generated interview transcripts, which I then lightly modified 

for better understanding. The interviews were coded to get insights into the research 

questions. The preliminary codes included themes from the research questions.  

In the consent form, the participants had agreed that I could reach out to them via 

email for follow-up questions or clarifying questions. All participants agreed, however, 

out of the five participants who were contacted afterward, only one did not respond due 

to a busy work schedule.  

Because of the participants' diverse backgrounds, the interview questions posed to 

them were slightly modified in each case. However, the anchor for all interviews was the 

following research questions: Why are some reputations seemingly impervious to damage 
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from reputation threats, while others can be vulnerable to even the slightest attempts of 

reputation threats?  

Data Analysis. Qualitative data analysis software NVivo was used to store and 

gain rich insights from the data. As customary in grounded research, I conducted open 

coding, axial, and selective coding processes to look for emerging codes and trends 

during data collection. This practice allowed for probing into emerging codes as new 

interviews were conducted and helped guide the qualitative survey questionnaire. In 

NVivo, open, selective, and axial coding methods were used to reduce the information 

into codes, categories, ad principles connecting multiple categories. 

Since qualitative research allows for greater flexibility of the investigative 

procedures used in the study, Roberts’ (1997) method of coding, manifest content – what 

was said or written, and the latent content –the implied meaning of what was shared was 

used to create codes. This method was helpful because frequently the participants did not 

consider themselves to be “in the business of reputation [management]” (Participant 6, 

2020, June 11). They did not consider their activities, such as retaliating to reputation 

attacks as reputation management undertakings. Similarly, Participant 10, who described 

his job as a political strategist, refer to his profession to have “not much to do with 

reputation management;” however, at one point he agreed that “I guess you can say I do 

reputation management” (2020, July 17). 

Quantitative Research Method 

The purpose of conducting the quantitative research was scale development for 

personal reputations, which was tested in political PFs facing reputation threats. Boateng 
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et al. (2018) provide a rigorous guide for scale development in social sciences, which 

suggests that scale development involves three multi-step phases; (1) item generation 

supported by theoretical validity; (2) developing scale through pre-testing 

survey/questions, administering, and factor analysis; and (3) evaluating the dimension, 

testing reliability, and validity assessment (Boateng et al., 2018).  

 Personal reputation is a multidimensional concept; therefore, it is essential to 

identify the parameters of the inquiry and the domain in which it will be tested to ensure 

that there is no overlap with similar concepts (Boateng et al., 2018). The literature review 

and interviews allow relative certainly that personal reputations can be found at the crux 

of the target’s agency, social evaluation (SE), perceived legitimacy (PLgt), and public’s 

parasocial relationships (PSR) with the PFs. Thus, the personal reputation of a PF is the 

relevant public’s collective opinions gathered through their socially constructed beliefs 

about the PFs (SE), perceived responsibility or ability to control the situation in a 

reputation crisis (agency), the rightfulness of the position in which a PF may claim some 

clout over others (legitimacy), and the intensity of attachment with the PF (PSR). 

Therefore, the four identified dimensions may be predictive of the reputation of the target 

of a reputation attack. 

Political PFs provided a suitable context for testing the personal reputation scale 

for three reasons. First, political PFs make deliberate effort to position themselves in 

positions to get elected than non-political PFs where such evaluation of personal 

reputation is not only fair, but also expected. Second, political PFs are highly 

recognizable in the public, and the public often have strong opinions about them, which 
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makes testing relatively easy. Third, political PFs facing reputation threats provide a 

sharp contrast of the attacker and target dynamic, allowing easy testing of the 

protagonist-antagonist distinction.  

Condition 

The participants were provided two news articles from the newspaper, New York 

Times. The articles reported Presidents Donald Trump and Barack Obama’s responses to 

the protests and looting in the aftermath of George Floyd's killing, portraying Trump’s 

behavior unfavorably and Obama’s behavior favorably. These PFs are both male political 

adversaries who served as the Presidents of the United States; not to overlook that they 

are political and ideological adversaries, who each elicit intense favor from their political 

base.   

Donald Trump and Barack Obama are inextricably tied in an antagonist-

protagonist connection in the public view; typically, individuals who like one are likely to 

dislike the other and vice versa. This was important to maintain in the survey so 

participants would have a point of reference when they answered questions about the PF's 

various traits that they selected. 

Also, because reputations can be both negative and positive, participants were 

allowed to choose whether they would discuss the PF they favored or not favored. The 

participant’s bias was also noted by asking whether they agreed with the depiction of the 

PF in New York Times news articles. As expected in the liberal media, Obama's was 

reported favorably, and Trump's was depicted unfavorably.  
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Dependent Variable 

The literature review suggested that each interaction, often a mediated interaction, 

of a PF with an individual makes a perception on them. A set of perceptions creates an 

image and over time, these socially distributed images produce a judgment – a reputation.  

However, the unit of analysis remains the perception held by individuals formed 

in a social context. To this end, participants were asked: “Do you agree with his (Donald 

Trump’s or Barak Obama’s) depiction in the news story?” (binary coded). In addition, 

two unidirectional items were included within the survey, “I believe that he has a good 

reputation” and “Those close to me believe that he has a good reputation” (measured on a 

five-point semantic differential scale). The second question was important to indicate the 

level of overlap between the participant’s beliefs and their perceptions about how they 

believe those close to them perceive the PF. These responses were taken as an indication 

of the participant’s beliefs about the PF’s reputations.   

Design 

The survey design can help or diminish the accuracy of the responses (Boateng et 

al., 2018). In addition to reducing bias and offensiveness in the survey, the design should 

include simple wording, clear structure, easy accessibility to the survey, and the survey 

should be relevant to the participants (Fowler, 1995; Schinka et al., 2012). To this end, 

the survey was first tested in as pilot study in 18 participants whose recommendations 

about clarity were included in the survey before it was launched to participants.  



53 
 

Content Validity 

The survey was first distributed as a pilot study to 18 individuals. Suggestions 

from the pilot study participants led to modified language in some questions and the 

sequence in which the questions were presented.  

The survey comprised demographic questions, such as age, gender, race, 

geographical location, political leaning, and political party affiliation (see Appendix B for 

questionnaire). An essential aspect of social evaluation is that they are composed of 

shared views with one's networks; and because social media is prevalent in 

communicating with one’s network, knowledge of participants' social media use was 

valuable. The participants were asked about their social media use, such as how much 

time they spent talking to close friends or family members about public figures. These 

intervening variables help shed light on how perceptions about other people's reputations 

are formed within a social structure.  

The questionnaire included questions on a five-point semantic differential scale 

designed to measure the participant's perceived agency, social evaluation (SE), perceived 

legitimacy (PLgt), and their parasocial relationships with the PFs (see Tables 3-6). The 

overall scale was developed with the assumptions examined in the literature review, the 

theoretical underpinning of the Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Attribution Theory 

(AT), and the insights gathered from the interview participants.  

Three dimensions, SE, PLgt, and agency were measured using a preexisting 

validated scale that was modified to suit the inquiry in this research. Because a suitable 

existing scale did not exist, PSR scale was invented for this research. The details of the 
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item generation and scale design demonstrate the operationalization of personal 

reputations.  

Item Generation for Reputation Measurement Scale 

Rigor was maintained in the item generation for the scale through four means: (1) 

literature review; (2) review of established scales; (3) interviews; and (4) empirical 

observations. Item generation for three factors, agency, SE, and PLgt, involved utilizing 

established scales with some modification; however, PSR scale was introduced as a new 

subscale. (see Tables 3-6). 

Researchers, such as Kline (1993) and Schinka et al. (2012), emphasized that the 

initial pool of items may contain twice as many items as the desired number of items in 

the final scale. Others have suggested the initial items can be five times as many as the 

concluding number of items on a scale (Boateng et al., 2018). This indicates that initially, 

the scale-items should be comprehensive by generously selecting items to capture all 

critical dimensions of the construct. The following methods are adopted to operationalize 

agency, PLgt, SE, and PSR as the four dimensions of personal reputations.  

Agency. Agency is thought as one’s volition (Haggard, 2008; Tapal et al., 2017); 

scientists including social scientists, cognitive scientists, and neuroscientists have applied 

significant effort to apply this simple conceptualization in developing scales to explore a 

person's sense of agency (SoA; see Friston, 2012; Haggard, 2008; Pacherie, 2008). For 

this reason, the agency scale was difficult to borrow from an established scale because of 

the inconsistent and ineffective ways in which agency is conceptualized. Consequently, 

the research relied on combining two well-established agency scales. First, by modifying 
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Tapal et al. (2017) and then adding Abramson et al. (1978), agency was measured on 

eight dimensions on a five-point semantic differential scale. 

Tapal et al. (2017) defined the sense of agency (SoA) as "the registration that I am 

the initiator of my actions" (p. 1) and recognized the ability of "authoring," i.e., the ability 

to generate an experience that speaks to a PF's perceived agency. This understanding 

provided a measurement method for the dimension of agency where the public evaluates 

whether or not the PF was cognizant of the outcomes of their behavior. In reputation 

threats, initiating an attack is normatively perceived as aggressive behavior and thus 

lessens the burden of blame on the target. For example, if the public is not offended by 

salacious information about a PF, the attack often backfires on the attacker's reputation. 

Review of Tapal et al. (2017) provided the following dimensions of agency: (1) 

Freedom/Control; (2) Free will/Determinism; (3) Deliberate/Non-deliberate; and (4) 

Intentional/Unintentional (see Table 3 for details). However, this conceptualization did 

not fully capture the current inquiry. 

An alternate understanding of agency is provided by scholars who use the 

Attribution Theory lens to conceptualize agency. Haggard (2008) defined agency as “the 

experience of controlling one’s own actions, and, through them, events in the outside 

world” (p. 390). This view is concerned with the perceptions about perceived agency of 

the target of the attack.  

Abramson et al.'s (1978) modified Learned Helplessness Theory (LHT), which 

belongs to the family of Attribution Theories (AT), is applied to generate agency-related 

items about whether or not individuals lay the blame of a tarnished reputation on the 
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target themselves or consider it outside of their control. Thus, LHT corresponds to the 

dimension of agency that addresses perceived controllability of the adverse events or the 

blame the target is assigned in a reputation threat.  

Luse and Burkman (2017) noted that "the attributions people give for good, and 

bad outcomes affect their expectations about future outcomes" (p.1) and reiterated that 

LHT relies on a social comparison with "relevant others" (p. 2). LHT is measured on 

three dimensions: Internal/external, stable/unstable, and global/specific; as an example, 

did the public perceive the wrongdoing as an outcome of the target's personal attributes, 

or was the outcome perceived to be outside of their control? By modifying Tapal et al. 

(2017) and Abramson et al.'s (1978) modified LHT, agency was measured on eight 

dimensions on a five-point semantic differential scale.  
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Table 3  
Dimension of the Agency Related Items 
Dimension Explanation 
Freedom/control This dimension measures an individual’s perceived ability to 

perform or avoid the behavior that caused a reputation 
threat. 

Free will/Determinism This dimension measures the perceptions about a PF’s 
ability to avoid damaging behavior. On the opposite 
spectrum of this dimension is the perception that this 
behavior was unavoidable. This dimension helps 
understand whether aspects of the participants’ culture, 
such as fatalism, have a role in creating a negative 
perception.  

*Deliberate/Non-
deliberate 

This dimension refers to the perception of the willingness 
of PF’s behavior. It measures whether the outcome of a 
behavior is perceived to be deliberate and conscious. In 
other words, this dimension measures whether the public 
thinks that the outcome was the PF’s desired outcome.  

*Intentional/Unintentional This dimension measures whether the behavior that led to a 
reputation threat was intended to be an undesirable act. In 
other words, this dimension measured the blameworthiness 
of the target.  

Author/Target This dimension measures whether the target is perceived as 
the initiator of a reputation threat. For example, PFs tend to 
cover up their past mistakes, but their rivals may author a 
reputation attack by bringing up concealed information, 
causing a scandal. 

Internal/External This dimension refers to whether the reputation threat is 
perceived to be caused by the target’s internal attributes or 
due to some outside causes. For example, situational or 
environmental causes. 

Stable/Unstable This dimension refers to the chronicity of the behavior, for 
example, it measured whether the target is perceived to 
consistently behave in the way that caused the reputation 
threats, or the behavior is perceived as a rare occurrence. 
This is useful information as people may be less offended 
by the behavior of PFs who consistently behave badly, 
whereas bad behavior from a PF who normally behaves 
well may hurt their reputations more. 

Global/Specific This dimension measures generality and the universality of 
the perceptions. In other words, it measured whether the 
favorable or unfavorable perception applied to a specific 
PF or it applies to any PF in their place. For example, the 
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behavior may violate an expectation of a person in a 
particular position, such as an attribute that violates ethical 
or moral boundaries specific to that person but cannot be 
similarly applied to others in other contexts. Often, dress 
codes or cultural norms sanction individuals differently. 

Note. *The difference between the deliberate/non-deliberate and intentional/unintentional 
can be explained by the scandal caused by a statement Shahid Afridi (a prominent 
Pakistani cricketer) made in 2019. Afridi came under fire because he said he would not 
allow his daughters to play cricket even though they are good athletes. His behavior to 
prevent his daughters from playing sports was deliberate; however, he intended to keep 
them safe (abduction of PFs children was commonplace at the time of the interview). 
Many people found him less blameworthy for restricting his daughters’ ability to become 
professional athletes. In other words, although Afridi’s behavior was deliberate, people 
found him less blameworthy for the unintended consequences of his behavior. For the 
complete list of questions, see Appendix B. 
 
 

 
The eight dimensions on the agency scale yielded 17 questions on a five-point 

semantic differential scale, reading a higher score indicating favorability and a lower 

score indicating unfavorable perceptions of the target's behavior (5 through 1). During 

data analysis, 11 items were reversed coded for PFs who are perceived unfavorably, two 

were reverse coded for PFs who are perceived favorably, so all questions read the, i.e., a 

higher score indicated favorability and a lower score indicated un-favorable perceptions 

of the PF’s behavior.  

Social Evaluation (SE). Pfau and Everland (1996) measured the voters' 

perception of political candidates (competence and global measures of voter attitudes) on 

a 15-factor five-point semantic differential scale. 

Modifying Pfau and Everland's (1996) model, 21 additional items were added, 

indicated by an asterisk in Table 4. The additional factors are plausible indicators with 

face validity to measure SE, which Pfau and Everland (1996) had removed from their 
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study after unacceptable degree of multicollinearity was detected between factors. 

Moreover, because interview participants had indicated that social hierarchy and 

privileged identities had a hand in how perceptions of a PF are formed, these items were 

included as part of SE.  

Social evaluation captures individual judgments and the collective judgments 

constructed with other individuals in one’s social network. Therefore, SE questions were 

presented to capture participants’ self-reports about the PFs and the perceptions of those 

in their close networks. In other words, participants were encouraged to self-report, 

“Generally speaking, I consider him to be a good person;” the same item was then 

presented as their perception about how the people in their close network might answer, 

“Generally speaking, those who are close to me consider him to be a good person.”  
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Table 4  
Factors Included to Measure Social Evaluation (SE) 

Pfau and Everland’s (1996) Scale (15 Items) Items Added (21 Items) 
Competent/incompetent 
Smart 
Qualified 
Informed 
Rational 
Intelligent 
Experienced 
Positive 
Persuasive 
Valuable 
Pleasant 
Believable 
Favorable 
Wise 
Good 

Truthful 
Personable 
Sincere 
Honest 
Rational 
Receptive 
Friendly 
Warm 
Attractive 
Influential 
Well-connected 
Competent 
Receptive toward others 
Attractive looking 
Political party affiliation  
Privileged based on sex and gender 
Privileged based on race 
Privileged based on education 
Privileged based on religion 
Privileged based on political affiliation 
Privileged based on wealth 

Note. Complete list of questions is available in Appendices. 
 
 
 

Parasocial Relationships (PSR). The PSR scale was invented for this research. 

Because one’s sense of closeness with a PF can indicate strong views and perceptions, 

PSR-related questions were included in the scale. Several well-established PSR scales 

differ in the type and the extent to which they measure these relationships (see Berscheid, 

Snyder & Omoto 1989; Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986; McCroskey, & McCain, 1974; 

Rubin et al., 1985; Sternberg, 1997; Wheeless, 1978). Researchers have struggled with 

the validity of some of these scales as often these scales measure perceptions about 

fictitious characters in experimental designs. Another difficulty that researchers have 
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faced is the inability to differentiate whether the participants’ responses measured PSI 

with the character or the artist playing the character (see Tuchankinsky, 2010).  

Selecting an established measurement scale for PSR was problematic for two 

reasons: (1) the scales did not address PSR with real people or PFs; and (2) several 

factors that other researchers have used in these scales overlapped with other dimensions 

measured in this survey, for instance, “I find X attractive.” In other cases, the scale items 

did not satisfy the face validity of personal reputation measurement, such as, “X 

influenced my mood.”   

Arguably, PSR with PFs translate to the degree of liking for them and loyalty 

towards them; in fact, PSR determines the quality of a PF’s reputation. Therefore, not 

relying on pre-existing scales, I added four questions on a 5-point semantic differential 

scale about the participant’s perceptions of an imaginary mutual bond between them and 

the PFs. 
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Table 5  
Items Included to Measure Parasocial Relationships (PSR) 
Item Number         PSR Scale Items 
1 He would find me likable if we met socially. 
2 He would find me trustworthy if we met socially. 
3 He would find me smart and intelligent if we met socially. 
4 We would become friends if we met socially. 

 
 
 
In conducting the initial few interviews, a person's legitimacy appeared as a 

repeated theme. It seemed plausible that a political PF may be viewed more favorably if 

they are thought to have earned their position. An athlete who consistently plays well 

may have some latitude with the public if entwined in a reputation threat such as a 

scandal. Therefore, 16 legitimacy items were added to the scale.   

Perceived Legitimacy (PLgt). In the organizational context, legitimacy is seen as 

so crucial to its existence that it translates to their right to continue operating (Allen & 

Cailloute, 1994). But having a strong legitimacy is also a source of strength. Epstein and 

Votaw (1978) stated that once a PF establishes their legitimacy, they have been known to 

survive repeated failures. Accordingly, measuring the perceived legitimacy of a PF may 

explain the resilience of their personal reputations when under threat. Suchman (1995) 

defined perceived legitimacy as a “generalized perception or assumption that the actions 

of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system 

of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (p. 574).  

Suddaby et al. (2017) recognized organizational legitimacy as a property (an 

attribute), a process, and a perception, which are categorized as: (1) moral legitimacy, the 
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normative behavior of an entity; (2) cognitive legitimacy, acceptance of the organization 

as inevitable; (3) pragmatic legitimacy, which indicates an entity’s capacity to achieve 

desired outcomes. Although, scholars such as Aldrich and Ruef (2006) have dismissed 

pragmatic legitimacy in the organizational context, it holds relevance in the context of 

reputations as it allows us to understand legitimacy as the perceptions of the moral 

authority for actors to engage in particular actions. In this way, legitimacy is about the 

position the individual occupies, or their structural position such as the office they 

occupy. 

Alexiou and Wiggins (2019) developed a 12-item organizational legitimacy scale. 

For this study, all items except one item “I believe that this organization is necessary,” in 

the original Alexiou and Wiggins (2019) scale were retained, and the scale was rewritten 

to address personal reputations of PFs. Finally, four additional items that were thought to 

provide a better view of personal reputations were included in the scale arriving at a 15-

item perceived legitimacy scale. 
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Table 6  
Legitimacy scale items 
Dimensions of Legitimacy Scale Item (17) 
Pragmatic In general, this person benefits the lives of other people. 

In general, this person’s behavior is intended to benefit 
others. 
Those who deal with this individual find value in their 
interactions with them. * 
Compared to individuals in a similar position, this 
person is more dynamic or vibrant. * 
I expect this person to be vital in dealing with 
unexpected events such as natural disasters or 
catastrophes. * 

Moral General public approves of this person’s behavior. 
General public considers this person’s behavior to be 
moral. 
This person’s behavior promotes common good. 
This person seems concerned with behaving as anyone 
else would in their position. 
This person behaves appropriately to their position. 
The world would be a better place if others behaved in 
the same manner as this person. 

Cognitive I believe this person contributes to the well-being of 
others. 
This person provides an essential function in the society. 
It is difficult to imagine a world in which this person did 
not exist. 
This person behaves in a way typical of others in their 
position. * 

Note. * Indicates four items added to Alexiou and Wiggins’ (2019) legitimacy scale. 
 
 
 
Additional Hypotheses2 

These additional hypotheses test a nuanced understanding if the scale is deemed 

valid. Hypotheses related to the evaluation of the scale are below.  

 
2 * Indicates additional hypotheses.  
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H6: There is a similarity between self-reported (SR) social evaluation of PFs and 

other-reported (SR) social evaluation of PF. 

H7: If the perceived moral behavior of the target in a reputation threat is high then 

it is likely that they will have a good reputation.  

H8: If the PF is considered to be persuasive then it is likely that he will have a 

good reputation.  

H9: If an individual thinks that they will be liked by the target in a reputation 

threat then it is likely that the PF will have a good reputation. 
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Chapter Five  
 

Findings and Results 

The research took a multimethod research design approach, sequencing the 

interviews before the survey questionnaire. The interviews were conducted with an 

exploratory approach to pay keen attention to emerging conceptual elements that could be 

included in the measurement scale.  

Qualitative Data Findings  

Interview participants comprised natives of the following five countries: (1) 

Canada; (2) Netherlands; (3) Pakistan; (4) United Kingdom; (5) United States.  

Research Question One 

The first research question pertained to the attack strategies that individuals use to 

harm others’ reputations. Often reputation management strategists have focused on 

overcoming tactical assaults on PFs’ reputations that the adversaries use to malign their 

reputations. However, non-strategically used tactics cause inadvertent consequences and 

do not explain the attacker’s goals. To that end, I isolated tactics from strategies, which 

have well-defined outcomes. The interviews provided evidence of six types of attack 

strategies. These strategies are: (1) Delegitimizing; (2) Baiting; (3) Puppeteering; (4) 

Serengeti Attacks; (5) Symbolic Attacks; (6) Trojan-horsing.  
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Figure 3  
Dimensions of Reputations 
 
 
 

Delegitimize. Delegitimizing is an attack strategy that is intended to lower a 

person’s status or authority. People use two main ways to delegitimize others: (1) 

labeling and (2) laser-beaming. Labeling includes the use of epithets, monikers, and 

name-calling. It was fascinating to see that even not offensive words used as derisive 

labels. To elaborate, participant 2 recalled many instances when her former employer, 

who is attacking her reputation in a public lawsuit, would publicly call her “Pathani,” 

which referred to her ethnicity; however, calling someone a Pathani, in an office of 

majority Punjabi colleagues was a way to undermine her intelligence as many Pathans are 

stereotyped as less educated than Punjabis. Laser-beaming is another way to delegitimize 

PFs, which refers to exposing a person’s specific shortcoming, flaw, or a characteristic, to 

invent a damaging identity. In other words, the strategy delegitimizes a person by 

reducing them to a characteristic or an attribute that may be viewed negatively in the 

Attack Strategies 

Delegitimize Bait Puppeteer Serengeti 
Attacks Fidelity Trojan-

Horsing
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public. It works in a way opposite of spotlighting, where the whole of a person is put in 

the public view. Participant 3 provided a rich example of laser-beaming; his adversaries 

often attempt to delegitimize the participant’s contribution in the climate change science 

arena by referring to him as the cartoonist, which has been his pastime.  

Baiting. Participants held that sometimes a serious accusation or grave 

misinformation is deliberately spread about them to lure the targets into a melodramatic 

reaction. However, the reaction has the potential to become a bigger scandal than the 

original accusation. The adversaries of PFs may bait them by making accusations or 

spreading misinformation that the PFs might react to, turning the reaction into a scandal 

itself. This way, the attackers’ hands are clean of any wrongdoings, and the public 

attention falls on the reaction of the PF.  

Baiting strategy is similar to the Streisand Effect, a social science phenomenon 

named after the famous singer Barbra Streisand, who once sued a tabloid for publishing 

an aerial photo of her residence. Streisand argued that the tabloid posed a safety threat to 

her family by making public the whereabouts of her residence. However, the news 

became scandalous only for her explosive reaction to the photograph being published and 

suing of the tabloid.  

Participants who are frequently attacked, such as participant 3, 10, 11, 18, and 19, 

develop coping mechanisms against this strategy. Participant 11 mentioned that 

sometimes when her field research is put into question, she has to be careful about how 

she responds. She said,  



70 
 

There are all kinds of decisions that are,… some of them are conscious and some 

of them might be unconscious things, like the online trolling. You know, when 

writing response pieces, I did question, do I wanna put feminist [in my profile 

introduction]? 

Is that opening the floodgates? Am I just gonna get the kind of attention 

that I don't want to include? Feminist? (Participant 11, 18 June 2020) 

Participant 3 shared how he makes a decision about whether or not an attack warrants a 

response, he said:  

I try to be selective in what I respond to and what I had done generally is that it 

doesn't really help to punch down, if it's a small marginal voice attacking me. 

Responding to that just serves to magnify them. So, I tend to mainly stay on 

punching up and if it's a[n] outlet that has more profile or more clout then me, and 

then it's, it's, it's a way like, I'm not really magnifying them, if anything they are 

magnify me. (Participant 3, Tuesday 9 June 2020) 

Avoiding flight or fight responses are beneficial to avoid falling for such strategies. Many 

times, personal dispositions and immaturity can be responsibile for falling for this 

strategy.  

Puppeteering. Puppeteering is often an orchestrated attack strategy; it is used 

when an attacker acts as an instigator of a controversy by striking a nerve with the public, 

who will take it upon themselves to damage the target's reputation. Online trolling is a 

good example of puppeteering. Trolls are attackers who hide behind the privacy of online 

social networks to make accusation that can get others to be emotionally caught up in the 
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accusations, so they take it upon themselves to continue the trolls’ accusations in 

denigrating a person’s reputation. Six participants cited having such encounters with 

accusers who were following rumors or unverified information. These participants did 

not know these individuals or had any direct links with, such as through constituency or 

close online networks.  

In fact, three out of the nine participants who have been targets of attacks were 

physically threatened by third parties. Participant 18 elaborated that "unfortunately, it [the 

online attacks] went offline. I had my campaign office defaced. There were 

like…incidents with my kids when I was out with them. So that's not great. Of course." 

Participant 1, whose political adversary had repeatedly instigated constituents on social 

media by delegitimizing him as "a Muslim.” He bemoaned, “In fact, it's ironic the timing 

of this interview because on Friday, I returned from federal court where I testified against 

a man who threatened to kill me for being Muslim and he was found guilty and convicted 

in federal court as well” (Participant 1, 2020, 24 May). The convict had trolled 

participant 1 on social media for being a Muslim before threatening to “lynch” him. He 

was neither a constituent nor had he any other connection with participant 1.  

Serengeti Strategy. Serengeti Strategy refers to when adversaries single out 

targets or isolate them from their pack, so to speak, or their supporters to remove 

resistance in attacking them, just as the lions in the Serengeti single out the prey animals 

who are weaker or been isolated from their pack. Michael E. Mann, a prominent climate 

change scientist, first identified this strategy in his book entitled The Hockey Stick and 

the Climate Wars. Mann is regularly attacked by organized climate change deniers in an 
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effort to undermine his credibility with other scientists. Mann reflected on the efforts of 

his adversaries who had endlessly tried to create a rift between him and other climate 

change scientists to alienate him from them.  

The sentiment about isolation and alienation from one’s in-group, whether they 

were colleges, family members, constituents, or friends, reverberated through the 

interview participants. In the case of participant 3, climate change deniers attempted to 

sow doubts about his research in the participant’s university administration, who 

consequently placed sanctions against the participant’ ability to retaliate to accusations 

about his work. The situation led to emotional and psychological toll. He called it “the 

hardest thing” that he was from his academic community” (Participant 3, 2020, 9 June). 

Similarly, participant 2 mentioned that her former employer would often criticize her 

work in front of her colleagues, which over time led to several of her colleagues 

distancing themselves from her so they would not “get in trouble with the boss” 

(Participant 2, 2020, 26 May). She felt unable to turn to her colleagues when her 

reputation was questioned, who had already distanced themselves from her.  

Two noticeable tactics used in Serengeti Strategy are, othering and belittling of 

the targets. More than one strategy may be at work concurrently with other strategies, as 

some tactics may serve multiple strategies. Several instances depicted by the participants 

aptly show both belittling and othering, Participant 19 said: 

So, they might try to say, ‘oh the science isn’t real,’ but they’ll usually say 

something like ‘the science isn’t real you moron or idiot or Nazi or communist or 

whore or …or handmade of Satan or you know’… so, so, immediately their 
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response when they don’t like what I’m saying is to try to undermine me because 

its linkage proves to themselves that I am not part of their value system than they 

don’t have to listen to me. It’s like the insults that they throw at me are trying to 

convince themselves and others that they shouldn’t listen to me. (Participant 19, 

2020, Sept. 16)  

There was a consistent theme found in how the adversaries othered and belittled 

participants, for which the attacker frequently relied on similar crutches or traits. These 

crutches were, both the individuals’ inherent traits and non-inherent traits. Some of the 

most frequently used crutches were:  

1) Culture (indicated by participants 2, 4, 8, 12, 18) 

2) Race and ethnicity (1, 2, 9, 17) 

3) Political affiliation (indicated by participants 1, 6. 7. 10, 15, 19)   

4) Profession (indicated by participants 2, 3, 7, 8, 11, 16, 17, 18, 19)  

5) Gender and sexuality (indicated by participants 2, 8, 10, 11, 16, 19) 

6) Religion (indicated by participants 1, 2, 8, 9, 18) 

Remarkably, participant 1, whose political affiliation might be an obvious crutch 

for his political adversaries to rely on, used other types of crutches. In fact, he noted far 

more attempts made to delegitimize him for his religious affiliation. As one may expect, 

adversaries used race and ethnicity as a crush when the targets were of non-dominant race 

or ethnicity.  

Trojan-horsing. Named after the mythical wooden horse that the Greeks used to 

infiltrate the city of Troy, Trojan-horsing refers to taking advantage of an opportunity to 
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reach new public who are typically unreachable. Participant 3 related that sometimes 

when adversaries attack him on social media, he rebuts allegations on the adversaries’ 

social platforms to reach new audiences.  

Social media permits anonymity in engaging with new audiences that allows 

people to be ruthless and relentless in the views that they express. Engaging on social 

media behind the veil of anonymity can give the attackers a freeing feeling. Participant 6 

expressed her frustration, “So, I think that's an interesting dimension of this is: Who is 

posting?” (2020, June 11). The illusive opponent who can’t be aptly addressed catch the 

target off guard and unable to respond.  

Fidelity Seeking. At times attacks on an individual’s reputation seems pointless 

as these attacks may not harm or lower the target’s reputation; however, the goal of these 

attacks is for the attacker to merely distance themselves from the target. Using this 

strategy, the attackers coalesce with their supporters. Participant 16 explained that attacks 

that are considered failed against a good person are “still successful by achieving more 

support within this attackers base” (2020, June 26). Targets often find such attacks to be 

innocuous and tend to brush them aside, but this strategy can be damaging to the target of 

the attack in the long run.  

Participant 19 illustrated the fidelity seeking attacks from her experience with 

Twitter users who launch personal character attacks, often after her noteworthy 

achievements. “And that's what we do. We insult people to put them out because it's a 

zero-sum game. So, in other words, by judging and stereotyping and dismissing, sending 

an insult to other people, we are pushing ourselves up at their expense” (Participant 19, 
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2020, Sept. 16). These attacks that come as name calling and use of epithets have 

seemingly no link with her achievement. In fact, they tend to divert attention away from 

the achievement to laser-beam on an unrelated issue. 

Attackers deploy tactics that benefit multiple strategic objectives. In essence, all 

attacks are meant to seek fidelity that lay groundwork for gaining clout within one’s 

ideological in-group.  

Research Question Two 

Research question two aimed to ascertain how the public helps form an 

individual’s reputation and their role during a reputation attack. As anticipated, social 

media has a role that is intertwined with this investigation.  

The primary assertion with which the research began was that reputations are 

formed within and through public. Participant 7 confirmed the assertion. He pointed out 

that “the ultimate determining factor – that is the audience. So, each character attack is 

aimed at an audience, and if that audience decides to give credit to an accusation, then it 

will have effect” (Participant 7, 2020, June 15). Participants 8 explained the intricacies of 

the public perceptions. She explained, “And the Chinese people criticized her for being 

ungrateful... being a snake for biting the hand that fed her” (2020, June 15) about the 

Chinese Olympian who went through ebb and flow in her reputation with the Chinese 

public. She added that “So, so, basically her reputation sort of went up and then down 

and then it…later sort of went up again, because she gave birth to a son, which was 

really, really unusual for somebody who's paralyzed” (2020, June 15) indicating the 

public’s ability to elevate and lower an individual’s reputation.  
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Participant 19 compared the public to the constituents of a political candidate who 

are of two types: (1) those who are set in their mind about endorsing or disapproving 

them; and (2) those who are undecided or do not seem concerned with the candidate. She 

elaborated, “I don't know too many people pay attention. I don't really think so. And it is 

probably people that wouldn't be inclined to support a party anyway” (2020, Sept. 16). 

The theme related to the division of the public in two groups, the decided and the 

undecided public, appeared both in the political context and in the nonpolitical context.  

The first set of the public – decidedly supporters or opponents – is relevant during 

nonhostile times. However, during a reputation crisis, the latter type of public – the 

undecided publics – whose opinions can be swayed, becomes the primary public for the 

attacker and the target. Participant 16 explained,  

Assuming that people who are committed to vote, will vote anyway, anyway. 

And, but still those that there's different degree of commitments, and a character 

attack that will target this five, six percent of those people with semi committed. 

If they are told Hillary Clinton, she is a corrupt individual. ‘Well, I know she's 

not, but, yeah, maybe she is,’ in other words, just those five six percent of us will 

not be willing to go and go and vote for her. And think about the five, six percent 

independents too, who didn't commit themselves and then just stay receive this 

information and see this and hear this. And so psychologically they will find 

excuse not to go and vote. (2020, June 26)  

The public does not form personal reputations of PFs overnight. In fact, they take a long 

time, by cataloging perceptions and images that they receive over a long period of time. 
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Participants explained that an image reflects a snapshot of a person’s behavior in a short 

time and space. Unless an image of a target of a reputation attack shocks the public, they 

are unlikely to change the reputation of the target. This quality makes reputations resilient 

to changes. In fact, the truth seems to be of little concern to the public to form 

perceptions about others during a reputation attack. The public is resistant to make 

concerted effort to form reputations based on facts or truths. In fact, individuals often use 

confirmation bias to form perceptions, and the chances of confirmation bias are higher 

when the perception is repeated and shared by trusted sources. Consequently, the 

individuals share these beliefs with other networks where they may be trusted sources. 

Participant 7 elaborated this point,  

Let's say, I'm a Democrat in the US then these, these negative messages about 

Democratic candidates won't even reach me or I will ignore them, whereas if it's 

attacking a Republican candidate, I would immediately pick it up and possibly 

spread it because it, it appeals to my own prejudices. 

So, I think it also it creates these different bubbles. Right? That that might 

become very big. A…let's say a Tweet attacking Joe Biden…from the current 

elections, but, but it will become very big among people who are already in camp 

Trump anyway. It, it, of course, it becomes a different story if that message also 

reaches people who are on the fence people who haven't really made up their 

minds or even people who are actually in the Democratic camp still persuaded, 

which, which is probably quite rare considering how partisan things are at the 
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moment, and almost tribal in the sense that you stick to your team. (Participant 7, 

2020, June 15) 

The literature review suggested that reputations intensify and deteriorate with time. 

However, it is a gradual process. Whereas images are likely to change rapidly, yet do not 

always change the target’s reputation in the short term. Participant 17 explained, “So, the 

image obviously can change in a moment's notice. And because of that it has a lot more 

influence, which is kinda the premise of my research. It's a lot more influenced by 

persuasive communication” (Participant 17, 2020, July 14). Images measure the upticks 

and downticks in personal reputations where persuasive messages may play a role in 

convincing some publics; however, reputations remain generally enduring. Participant 6 

expounded on it. “The information about an individual does not change. So, this 

[information] seems to be completely or largely unrelated and it depends entirely on their 

interpretation” (Participant 6, 2020, June 11). 

The instrument that the public uses for the interpretation of personal reputations is 

their culture and the norms that it supports. Consequently, the interpretation is nuanced 

by the public’s prevailing norms and expectations, which may differ by cultures and 

social norms of the public. 

So, if… if an American president would be having an affair, you know, it's a big 

scandal just thinking the Lewinsky, for a French or Italian president, its people 

almost seemed to take it for granted that they have an effect. You know, you're 

not a proper French president… you don't have enough bandwidth. It certainly 

wouldn't destroy their career. (Participant 7, 2020, June 15) 
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He carried on stating that sometimes, the changes seen in reputations can result from 

changing social, cultural, and political dynamics. 

One obvious example would be, of course in later antiquity when… when the 

Roman empire becomes Christian and that's a gradual process. It takes centuries. 

But by then, say, the fifth century A.D., you have an empire that is largely 

Christian, and has a Christian emperor, and operates according to the Christian 

value system. So, some things, some of the behaviors are no longer acceptable 

and other types of behavior that were not acceptable, do. (Participant 7, 2020, 

June 15) 

Therefore, the quality of reputation, whether good or bad, is within the public perceptions 

and varies by public.  

Participants equated social media use to word-of-mouth in a digitized format. 

Participant 14 adeptly explained that before nonpublic figures gained widespread access 

to information dissemination means, public perceptions used to circulate within close 

networks. Negative perceptions often died down within those closed clusters. However, 

only remarkable revelations would leave those clusters to become scandals. The media 

landscape has accelerated these processes, allowing even trivial matters to leave the 

tightknit clusters to gain viral circulation and reducing the target's response time.   

Additionally, social media has allowed a more significant number of people to 

have a meaningful influence on perception-making. In a way, social media has equalized 

the individual’s ability to gain clout on social media. Participants 12 drew on her years of 
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experience in reputation management before social media existed to expound on their 

role: 

I will tell you. As time has gone on. And I've been involved in other 

organizations. I think, particularly the social media attacks have become tools of a 

much wider group of people just because they are effective. I think the early 

adopters showed an emphasis on privilege, but I think now and, and, if you think 

about it makes some sense. Folks that don't have the privilege, don't have access 

to the structures of power in an organization or in society in the same degree that 

others do. And so, they need sort of the asymmetrical ability to navigate in power 

structures and social media lets them do that in different ways. (Participant 12, 

2020, June 18)  

Participant 14 also agreed that before the prevalence of social media, individuals who 

commanded less interest from traditional media and the public in general, such as 

activists and underprivileged communities, would be forced to take extreme steps to get 

noticed. Nevertheless, now it is far easier for them to publicly voice their concerns with 

little reliance on traditional media outlets or be restricted by the media gatekeepers.  

It is noteworthy that a similar privilege is used by the attackers to attack as 

relentlessly. In fact, to the detriment of targets, social media attackers can hide behind 

anonymity features to place harsher criticism with little restriction of such behavior.  

Participant 11 discussed that the social media attacks that she encountered were 

nearly identical to her students who are a generation apart from her in age, which in her 

words, “obviously reflects the fact that the technology or the platform has a massive 
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impact on experiences that we have, is quite uniform” (2020, June 18). In this way, 

social. Media has privileged that attackers, the targets, and also changed the nature of 

messages in a reputation crisis.  

Research Question Three 

Research question three was the most puzzling of the questions that had initiated 

this research. Several participants described reputation as a measure of success. People 

who have a reputation are noteworthy, relevant, and elicit recall in public. Individuals 

can have a reputation for being famous or infamous; so, fame and infamy are not 

inherently positive or negative. In fact, reputations are value-free until they are processed 

by a public within a social structure.  

Participant 6 analyzed the British Prime Minister Boris Johnson's election as the 

Mayor of London to point out that the public found his off-the-cuff behavior entertaining; 

it did not bother them to endure him as an elected official in a non-significant elected 

position as the Mayor of London. Participants shared instances of politicians, celebrities, 

athletes, and even ordinary people who may become prominent for being notorious.  

To understand why some people's reputations are easy to malign and others' may 

be resilience, the following themes emerged in the interviews which explained the 

following characteristics of Reputations.  
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Figure 4 
Characteristics of Reputation that Endure 

 
 
 
Social Contract. The research supported the assertion found in the literature 

review that people feel connected to PF through PSR and expect them to behave 

predictably. When PFs act according to expected behavior, in a way, they maintain the 

expectations of the public; in other words, they uphold a social contract with the public. It 

can be often observed that politicians can avoid unfavorable repute for lying about 

political promises, and athletes can often get away with sexual indiscretions because they 

do not violate the public’s expectations. 

It also has to do with the expectations that people have. If you are of a very high 

moral standing in public opinion, and people might be less inclined to believe in attack 

against you. Because you are such an outstanding pillar of society, but if you then 

manage to make an attack incredible, then the fall is also all the more serious because 

these people are put on a pedestal. We have very high expectations of them. We hold 

them to a very high standard.  

Characteristics of Enduring Reputations

Social 
Contract Melodrama Fame and 

Infamy Privilege Resonance Public 
Memory
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I think one reason why [Donald] Trump gets away with many of these attacks that 

people don't hold them to a very high standard. Everyone agrees that he's misogynistic 

and that he's prejudiced or whatever pops up in his head. It's whether or not, you, you, 

you, hold it against him or not. (participant 8, 2020, June 15)  

Participant 8 additionally iterated that social contract is contextual. She explained, 

“I think that the Chinese are really reluctant to make an apology, I think in…in general. 

Also, in the Chinese culture, the public memory is longer. So, someone like Tiger Woods 

would not be forgiven as quickly in the Chinese culture” (2020, June 15). She then 

explained that the disgraced female athlete violated the expectation of the entire country.  

I guess she was more like the typical public asset. So, the asset is usually 

somebody who is very hardworking, patriotic, the sort of, you know, always self-

disciplined and hardworking, for not only her individual reputation, her individual 

face, you know, that nation and for the in the larger society. And, and they are 

saying, as you know, what a role model for people, especially young people who 

should learn from her. (Participant 12, 2020, June 18)  

These responses indicated that PFs are expected to behave in a manner that has been 

determined either by their past behavior or socially constructed expectations. Any 

violation of these expectations is hard for the public to process and deemed a violation of 

an involuntary social contract.  

Melodrama. The more a target’s behavior or accusation is extraordinary, the 

more memorable and buzz-worthy it becomes for the public. Participant 6 gave the 

example of the election of Boris Johnson. The Londoners did not like the idea of a 
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conservative as a mayor, but this position did not have a particular political influence, so 

the public elected the mayor that provided the most melodrama; he said,  

The question is, why…why would people who would not ever want to be 

associated with conservatives vote for the conservative candidate vote for him?  

Part of the reason is because they didn't care because Mayor of London doesn't 

have any influence. They show the, the, the passers run on time and the litter is 

picked up, but it's not comparable to the Mayor in New York City. So, they said 

this, nothing at stake here. There's nothing that can hurt. (2020, June 11) 

Melodrama provides a PF the ability to remain in the public discourse, which mitigates 

their severity of their transgressions to a public.  

Perceived Fame and Infamy. As pointed out earlier, people with both socially 

desirable behavior – who are famous – or those with socially desirable behavior – who 

are infamous – can have a favorable reputation because they are memorable. Participant 

13 recalled that “Colin Kaepernick has both fame and infamy” (2020, June 22). 

Participant 6 explained that reputations may be value free,   

And if you don't limit it to good or bad, actually, Donald Trump does have a 

reputation. It's very well-rooted. And he works very hard to maintain and protect. 

He could destroy his reputation, but it can, if your reputation definition is just 

about good or bad and good is being progressive, liberal, multi, cultural, and so 

forth then clearly, the man had a bad reputation. But for his followers who apply a 

different, kind of look for different reputation, look for someone who projects 

other values and other abilities and skills. Donald Trump does have a reputation 
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and he works very hard on it. And these weeks we see, he considers the, the rise 

as a godsend to strengthening the, the images that that his followers want to 

project on the president. That's a great story. (2020, June 11) 

He continued to share a conversation he once had with an American political PF, who 

consulted with him for reputation repair.   

And he said, ‘listen, I’ve got a really bad reputation.’ This is what people say of 

me. They think I’m a rough bully. Do something about it! Help me! And talked to 

people and came back and said, ‘we’re not going to do anything about what 

people think about you because what they think about is actually what you need. 

They want someone who is rough, who is a thuggish, who can kick the bums of 

these…these Washington, D.C. guys who can speak out for the city, who offends 

others but who stands up for our interests and that’s someone like you. They hate 

you [but they know they need you].’ (2020, June 11) 

These comments further indicate that reputations are value free until a public processes 

them. Perceptions that are well-formed and has provided clout in some public should not 

be changed without considering the long-term consequences.  

Privilege. Privilege was a persistent theme in close to all the interviews 

conducted. Participants agreed that privilege has a role in the making of perceptions, 

images, and reputation. Gender and sexuality, religion, political affiliation, and other 

characteristics came up as privileges.  
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Overall, there are more sanctions levied based on gender concerning reputations. 

Participants mentioned that women politicians are judged far more harshly than male 

politicians when they appear authoritative and tough. Participant 7 argued: 

I know Hillary Clinton comes to mind, for instance, she's often accused of being 

cold-hearted, being a bitch – not being warm or being human very rarely hear 

that. Sort of criticism against men, I mean, you do get it from time to time with 

women. It's, it's part of the course, I think, then on the other hand, you can be 

accused of being too emotional and being unstable and not fit for a leadership 

position because you're not professional enough. (2020, June 15) 

The participants suggested that underprivileged groups such as women and those 

belonging to nondominant race or religion, have to work harder for the maintenance of 

their reputations.  

Resonance. Resonance explains why the public is more willing to overlook some 

issues over others. A target’s digression that strikes a nerve or certain sensitivities is 

likely to resonate with the public and will lead to harsher reactions from them. Participant 

16 explained that when the public has no emotional involvement in an accusation, it is 

likely to go flat. He said: 

So, when the public is not interested in something, when there's no emotional 

involvements or political or other types of involvement in the issue, it's just…it's 

flat. It just goes about people heads. It just does not register. People don't pay 

attention to that. (2020, June 26)  

Participant 12 explained the nature of attacks that stick as,  
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An attack that somehow pulls together fragmented ideas or impressions that 

people have in their mind and can coalesce a community around those. Those tend 

to stick, you know. Maybe a different way of saying it is if there's a grain of truth 

within there then that resonates with people. It's really about resonance. (2020, 

June 18) 

Attacks on PFs that highlight an extraordinary violation of the social contract with a 

public so that it appeals to their sensitivities are likely to harm the target’s reputations. If 

these conditions are not present, then:  

If the audience decides not to react, then the effect will either die or even worse -- 

it will backfire which also happens from time to time that people think this is such 

a low shot. These actually reflects poorly on the person who said it. Yeah, that 

that happens as well. (Participant 7, 2020, June 15) 

The public may be more selective when the target belongs to a privileged group. On the 

contrary. the harm may be heightened if the target belongs to an underprivileged group. 

In fact, the ability of selective blowback on perceived transgressions is one way that 

privilege is maintained.  

Public Memory. Unremarkable character threats or those threats that coincide 

with other remarkable public events can soon fade away from public memory. 

Participants 1and 4 explained that Donald Trump’s bad behavior was often disregarded as 

new revelations about a new scandal about him kept surfacing. Public memory can also 

be altered by not speaking of a character attack. Participant 6 explained this in his advice 

that he would give to clients: 
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Many [PF] get really nervous [when their reputations are threatened] and they call 

me and say ‘We got bad press today. We got that media story. So, we got to do 

something about it” and that is very hard to tell them that people forget, it's just so 

much noise out there that people, you know, it doesn't change the way we 

perceive an individual. 

So only if it sticks, if it goes on, and that also explains, it becomes, a 

reputation problem….So, it's all the duration of the matter. It's not the one big 

loss, but it's the duration.” (2020, June 11) 

Participants indicated that some of the most damaging reputation crises have bene those 

that the public can recall a long time after these first emerge.  

Research Question Four 

Research question four sought to confirm the characteristic of personal 

reputations, which were gathered from empirical observation. These characteristics are: 

(1) reputations are co-created; (2) reputations are enduring; (3) reputations are binary; 

and, (4) reputations are mutually reinforcing.  

The literature review characterized personal reputations as co-created. It was not 

unexpected to learn that the platform for social construction of personal reputations has 

shifted from one’s living rooms to online forums, social media being a primary method of 

online interactions.  

The way I think of a politician, it's my frame. If I manage to convince the various 

people who are involved in the process to accept my frame, then that will pay into the 

reputation of account. If I failed to come up with these frames and to communicate 



89 
 

them…it’s over. So, I use communications channels to convince people that this is the 

frame they want to apply to judge particular individual. (Participant 6, 2020, June 11)  

Although, there was evidence of the participants agreeing that reputations are 

formed in social contexts, this query was also confirmed from the quantitative data that 

was conducted later in the research. For this reason, quantitative study is used in 

conjunction with the qualitative study for a more comprehensive view of this query. 
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Figure 5 
Family Changed Perceptions of PFs 

 
 
 
Most Survey participants disagreed that their family influences their opinions 

about PFs. However, comparing mean scores of participants’ self-reports and other-

reports about PFs’ reputations verify that there is high reliability (N = 896, α = .914) 

between self-reports and other-reports of the PFs’ SE.  
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Table 7  
Descriptive Statistics 
 M SD N 
SR - Have a good reputation 3.23 1.562 896 
OR - Have a good reputation 3.26 1.510 896 
Note. Cronbach’s Alpha is .914 

 
 
 
In fact, the quantitative data results revealed that views about contentious PFs, 

which show larger deviation in responses, have a greater correlation with views of others 

in one’s networks than reputations of less contentious PFs. This finding may have 

significant implications for research in PFs.  

Data collected from 896 participants, who self-reported and other-reported on 

opinions about PFs, found a statistically significant positive correlation between the two 

scores (r = .84, p < .001). Other reports of close friends and family’s perceived views 

about PFs account for approximately 70% of the variance in one’s views about PFs. 

All characteristics could be easily confirmed from the interviews. Participants 

made assertions about reputations being binary. Participant 8 identified her interest in 

studying the reputation of the Chinese Olympian is due to its binary nature. She said, “it's 

complicated and multi-faceted. She is not just a hero or just a villain” (2020, June 15). 

Participant 15 explained the inner dialogue that goes on in a historian’s mind when they 

write about a PF’s contribution toward the trajectory of societies. He explained it in the 

context of writing biographies of Winston Churchill,  

But if you can't point to some virtuous thing that he did, or is alleged to have 

done, then you've got a much bigger problem. So, in a way to Churchill, the most 

extreme defenders of Churchill tend to use 1940 and World War, two as a kind of 
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get out of jail, free card and, you know, this sort of completely means that we 

have to ignore or forget everything that was said matters, of race and so forth, or 

even if we don't totally ignore it. We basically say, ‘well, you know, clearly these 

were such enormous contribution[s] that these other things don't really matter 

terribly much in the great scheme of things.’ (Participant 15, 2020, June 25)  

It was clear from the interviews that reputations are binary and are so deeply embedded 

in ideologies that sometimes participants seemed puzzled about someone having views 

different from their own. They believed that maintaining a reputation of a PF different 

from theirs indicated grave culpability in the public who held those beliefs.  

The last characteristic of reputation that the research sought to confirm related to 

the mutual reinforcement of the adversaries’ reputations and a PF’s reputation. 

Participant 1 shared that he was physically attacked by a person who crossed drove across 

several states to physically harm him, not because there was any personal grievance. The 

man who threatened to lynch him without knowing much about him, is a supporter of his 

political opponent. I found it interesting that participant 15 also seemed to brush over 

Winston Churchill’s well-documented racist views that are known to have influenced his 

political behavior,  

Sometimes, of course, that's [accusations] done anonymously, but sometimes it's 

also someone who has a certain standing and reputation who might be a politician 

himself, who has a very devoted following. And then people when that politician 

says something negative about someone else, people will be inclined to believe 
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him. The reason that they are his supporters, so it definitely matters who the 

attacker is if it's someone of status. (2020, June 25)  

Participants’ responses did not contradict their opinions about my earlier assertions that 

antagonists and protagonists mutually reinforce each other’s reputations.  

Research Question Five 

Research question five prompted me to address the ways in which personal 

reputation attacks affect a PF’s self-image. Interestingly, favorable reputations seem to 

have a positive effect on PFs’ self-image; however, unfavorable reputations lead to 

questions of their legitimacy. Participant 10 explained,  

[PFs] have grown accustomed to public criticism. But, you know, my job often, I 

usually start by reminding him, you know, it is what you signed up for it. It is the 

nature of putting yourself out there right? Whether you are a CEO, a politician, a 

celebrity, and actually even, you know, it is what you say, it comes with the 

territory. Right? So, that's the first thing you have to… be… it's a sense of self 

awareness. You got to know who you are, you got to know how you got to where 

you are, and you gotta know where you’re going. Right? (2020, July 17) 

This finding was interesting because it has implications about a PF’s self-image and 

legitimacy. When a person’s legitimacy came into question, it negatively affected their 

self-image. 

Participants 1, 2, 3, 11, 12, 17, 18, and 19, who had related their personal 

experiences, agreed with this understanding. As an example, participant 3 admitted that 

when personal reputation attacks on him were at the worst, his university placed 
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increased scrutiny on his research, which hurt his self-image. Participant 18 agreed that 

as an elected official, it makes her question herself if someone attacks her on her ability 

to make legislation. Participant 11 who’s area of research is controversial in some 

academic circles, admitted to finding the allegations about the legitimacy of her research 

hurtful. Participant 17 agreed that athletes who come under reputation attacks are likely 

to underperform because it may hurt their self-image.  

Interesting Findings 

Personal Reputations are More than Social Evaluation 

Previous research has not been clear about the various dimensions of personal 

reputations, and that personal reputations are more than a PF’s social evaluation. It was 

therefore encouraging to find that experts also agreed that reputations are not merely a 

measure of how well-liked a person is. Participant 8 expressed that she found studying 

the reputation of the Chinese Olympian interesting because “it's complicated and multi-

faceted. She is not just a hero or just a villain” (2020, June 15). Similarly, participant 6 

also expressed his fascination about learning about reputations, “So, to me, reputation 

was very much broader than brand. It is about what you stand for. It is people look at 

what brand and what they really meant is brand reputation. So, it's the brands charged 

with meaning and the meaning can be anything” (2020, June 11). These examples 

provide a distinction between a PF’s favor and likeability, indicating that likeability alone 

does not contribute to their favorability; in fact, reputations are nuanced and 

multidimensional concepts.  
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Apology 

Several participants discussed apologies as restorative strategy when it comes to 

bruised reputations. All except two participants agreed that apologies are a good idea to 

start mending unfavorable reputations. All participants of the Eurocentric views 

expressed similar sentiments to Participant 7, who emphasized, "You will not be faulted 

for apologizing. Yeah, [you] get credit for apologies. So, it's a tough kind of environment 

for people. You can't hide... you can't run and hide" (2020, June 11). He explained that 

public appreciates apologies. 

I think the public wants to hear how we have failed, or we have not been perfect. I 

have had moments of our characters challenge and say that and... say that… I was 

wrong. I made an error, and I would like to do it differently. Going forward, you 

know well, it may not always save your reputation. No, but it will definitely help 

write help, write the narrative of your legacy. (2020, June 11) 

Participant 5 also stated, "the cover-up is worse than the crime” (2020, June 11). 

However, participant 8 disagreed; she said that even though humbling oneself is 

considered a desirable act in China, apologies are counterproductive as they indicate an 

admission of guilt and a moral character flaw. Instead, in the Asian culture a cover-up of 

wrongdoing is well-received as it indicates shame and embarrassment over the 

wrongdoing. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

The survey was conducted using Qualtrics and contained 104 items. The survey 

was first distributed as a pilot study to 18 individuals who made suggestions about clarity 
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in the questionnaire. Suggestions from the pilot study participants helped improve 

language in some questions and the sequence in which the questions were presented. The 

survey was distributed through two methods and separated during the analysis: To begin, 

using the Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) and next, through the researcher’s university 

provided channels and personal contacts (UPPC) in a large diverse northeastern 

university.  

There were two main reason for using AMT. First, the researcher aimed to 

achieve the recommended sample size for scale development, which is at least 300 

participants (Comrey & Lee, 1992). Second, to reach a more diverse population to 

maximize data reliability. 

The AMT recruited 331 U.S. citizens of 18 years of age or older. No other 

restriction was applied for participant recruitment. The same survey was also distributed 

to students in the university and through personal contacts, which recruited 640 

participants. The second set included U.S. and non-U.S. residents (N = 78) and 

represented participants from 14 countries, including: (1) United States; (2) Republic of 

Korea; (3) India; (4) Pakistan; (5) Thailand; (6) Philippines; (7) England; (8) Ireland; (9) 

Brazil; (10) Malta; (12) Vietnam; (13) Kenya; and, (14) Canada. The data was combined 

for 941 combined participant responses.  

Demographic Information 

Overall Gender. There were slightly more female (n = 495) participants in the 

survey than male (n = 442) participants. Close to 3% of participants had withdrawn 

participation by the time they got to the demographic questions. 
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Table 8  
Participation by Gender 
 n % 
Male  442 45.5% 
Female 495 51.0 
Non-binary 4 .4% 
I prefer not to say 4 .4% 
Missing (-99) 26 2.7% 
Total  971 100.0% 

 
 
 

Overall Race 

Of all the participants, 63% (n = 612) of the participants identified as White, 

19.3% (n = 187) of the participants identified as Asian, 12.2 % (n = 118) of the 

participants identified as Black or African America, and 7% (n = 69) of the participants 

selected the category “other.”  

Overall Age 

The largest participant group in the survey was the traditional college age, the 18-

24 years demographic, at 49.4 %. This was an expected outcome since majority 

participants were recruited through the university. The youngest participants were 18 

years old, and the oldest participant was 88 years old.  
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Table 9  
Participation by Age 
 n % 
24 or less  480 49.4% 
25-34 197 20.3% 
35-44 128 13.2% 
45-54 75 7.7% 
55-64 43 4.4% 
65 and above 17 1.8% 
Missing (-99) 31 3.2% 
Total  971 100.0% 

Note. N = 971, M = 1.96, SD = 1.283 
 
 
 
Overall Education 

Most participants had some undergraduate education, 44.7% (n = 434).  Among 

the participants 31% (n = 225) held a master’s degree and 3.4% (N = 33) held a Ph.D. or 

professional degrees, such as M.D., or J.D. degrees.  
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Table 10  
Participation by Education 
 n % 
Less than high school diploma 7 .7% 
High School or equivalent  173 17.8% 
Some College (no degree) 261 26.9% 
Associate Degree (AA, AS) 91 9.4% 
Bachelor’s Degree (BA, BS) 259 26.7% 
Master’s Degree (e.g., MA, MS, Med) 121 12.5% 
Doctorate or professional degree (MD, DDS, JD, PhD) 33 3.4% 
Missing (-99) 26 2.7% 
Total  971 100.0% 

Note. N = 945, M = 3.97, SD = 1.475 
 
 
 

Overall Social Media Use  

Most participants, 60.7% (n = 589) said they actively use between there and five 

social media platforms. The second largest category of participants, 19.9% (n = 193) of 

the participants use none or up to two social media platforms.  
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Table 11  
Participation by Social Media Use 
 n % 
0-2 accounts  193 19.9% 
3-5 accounts 589 60.7% 
6-7 accounts 102 10.5% 
8 or more accounts 47 4.8% 
Missing (-99) 40 4.1% 
Total  971 100.0% 
Note. N = 931, M = .64, SD = .673 

 
 
 

Overall Political Affiliation 

Of the participants, 47.3% (n = 459) reported their political affiliation as 

Democratic, 27.8% (n = 270) as Republican, 14.6% (n = 142) as Independent, and 5.8% 

(n = 42) reported that the U.S. political parties did not pertain to them. Of these 

participants, closely corresponding to the political party affiliation, 46.6% (n = 300) 

reported their political leaning as liberal, 30.7% (n = 223) reported themselves as 

conservative, and 19.7% (n = 143) reported being Independent leaning.   
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Table 12  
Participant’s Political Party Affiliation 
 n % 
Democrats  459 47.3% 
Republican 270 27.8% 
Independent  142 14.6% 
Does not apply 66 6.8% 
Missing (-99) 34 3.5% 
Total  971 100.0% 
 Note. N = 937, M=1.8, SD=.941 
 
 
 

Of all participants, 78.1% (n = 567) agreed with the media portrayal of the PFs in 

the news articles and 17.2 % (n = 125) disagreed with the media portrayal. In the news 

articles, Donald Trump was portrayed to have an unfavorable reputation and criticized, 

for his reaction to Black Lives Matter (BLM) social movement; whereas Obama was 

portrayed to have a favorable reputation and he was admired for his reaction to BLM 

social movement. There were no statistically significant differences in favorability of PFs 

based on the participant’s gender.  

Between Group Differences  

The demographic differences between the two sets, AMT and UPPC were 

calculated. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to find out whether there were 

differences in age, gender, education, and political party affiliation in the sample 

recruited through AMT and UPPC.  

Age. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant (F = 30.616, 

p <.000) for age, so values for Equal Variances Not Assumed were used. Results showed 

that UPPC sample (M = 1.43, SD = .970) was significantly younger in age than AMT 

sample (M = 2.99, SD = 1.1191), t (561) = -20.50, p <.000. 
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Gender. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant (F = .316, 

p = .548) for gender, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were used. Results showed 

that the UPPC sample (M = 1.63, SD = .525) had more female participants than AMT 

sample (M = 1.39, SD = .506), t (943) = 6.89 p <.000. 

Education level. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant 

(F = 96.950, p <.000) for education level, so values for Equal Variances Not Assumed 

were used. Results showed that UPPC sample (M = 3.47, SD = 1.451) was younger in 

age than AMT sample (M = 2.99, SD = 1.1191), t (561) = -20.50, p <.000. 

Political Party Affiliation. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was 

significant (F = 96.950, p <.000) for education level, so values for Equal Variances Not 

Assumed were used. Results showed that there was not a significant difference between 

the participants’ reported party affiliation: UPPC sample (M = 1.80, SD = 1.041) and 

AMT sample (M = 1.82, SD = .722), t (881.278) = -.335, p = .738. 

Moreover, there were no statistically significant differences between the two 

group’s frequency of social media use and whether they thought their close friends and 

family influence their opinions of PFs.  
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Table 13  
Comparison of AMT and UPPC Participant 
 n M SD 
Age  AMT  640 

331 
1.43 .970 

UPPC 2.99 1.191 
Gender  AMT  614 

331 
1.63 .525 

UPPC 1.39 .506 
Education AMT  614 

331 
3.47 1.451 

UPPC 4.89 1.003 
PPA AMT  607 

331 
1.80 1.041 

UPPC 1.82 .722 
SM Use  AMT  602 

329 
1.57 .679 

UPPC 1.76 .646 
PF Selected  AMT  575 

328 
1.43 
1.27 

.496 

.447 UPPC 
 
 
 

Similarly, there was no significant differences found between the two samples on 

their SM use and the PF they selected for analysis.  

To see whether perceived agency and perceived social evaluation of a person are 

distinct constructs, correlation score were conducted was conducted. As common in 

exploratory research study, an exploratory factory analysis (EFA) was conducted to 

validate if the initial items in these factors sufficiently loaded to explain a link between 

the variables and reputations.  

Factor Analysis 

Principal axis factoring using Promax rotation was used to identify factors within 

the scales and eliminate survey items that did not adequately load onto a factor. Factors 

with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 and that were depicted above the bend or the elbow in 
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a visual inspection of the scree plot were retained. Furthermore, the rotated factor matrix 

was scrutinized to determine which survey items met a factor loading criteria of .60 or 

greater on the primary factor and a .40 or lower loading on the secondary factor 

(McCroskey & Young, 1979). 

Perceived Legitimacy (PLgt) 

The participants’ perceived legitimacy of PFs in the public office was rated using 

a 5-point semantic differential scale with response option ranging from 5 = completely 

agree to 1 = completely disagree (N = 899). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of 

Sampling Adequacy yielded a score of .978 indicating high likelihood of the usefulness 

of the factor analysis. 

 The Bartlett Test of Sphericity suggested that the data met assumptions necessary 

for factor analysis, χ2 (78) = 14431.909, p <.000. Factor analysis produced a single-factor 

solution scale that met this criterion and accounted for 77.021% of variance in the scale 

resulting in a unidirectional scale.  

Next, all 17 items on the perceived legitimacy scale were analyzed for reliability. 

Using Cronbach’s alpha, reliability estimates were calculated, each item was scrutinized 

and compared to the initial overall reliability estimate for the factor α = .974, (N = 899). 

One item, “it is difficult to imagine a world without them” produced Cronbach’s alpha if 

removed modestly higher (α = .975) so it was removed. After removing it, the item “I 

expect him to be vital in dealing with unexpected events such as natural disasters and 

catastrophes” produced Cronbach’s alpha if item removed slightly higher (α = .976) but it 

was found reliable at face value, so a decision was made to retain the item. All remaining 
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items produced Cronbach’s alpha lower or equal to the overall score, therefore, all 

remaining items were retained in the scale. Thirteen items were computed to gather mean 

score for each participant on the perceived legitimacy scale.  
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Table 14  
Items Retained in the Perceived Legitimacy Scale 
Items (13) Single Factor  
They behave in the manner intended to benefit others .912 
Those deal with him find value in their interactions with them .835 
Compared to individuals in a similar position, they are more 
dynamic or vibrant 

.778 

I expect him to be vital in dealing with unexpected events such as 
natural disasters or catastrophes  

.754 

General public approves of this person’s behavior .847 
They behave morally .930 
They promote common good through their behavior .936 
They care about behaving as anyone else would in their position .908 
They behave appropriately to their position .936 
The world would be a better place if others behaved in the same 
manner as them  

.922 

They contribute to the well-being of others .912 
They provide an essential function in the society  .848 
They behave in the way typical of others in his position .867 
Note. Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis  
 
 
 
Social Evaluation (SE) 

SE measurement began with 72 items. The participants were asked to rate their 

views on the public figures’ social evaluation (for themselves and their perceptions of 

how others close to them may think about the public figures) using a five-point semantic 

differential scale with response option ranging from completely agree to completely 

disagree. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy yielded a score of 

.987 indicating high likelihood of the usefulness of the factor analysis. 

The Bartlett Test of Sphericity, which tests the overall significance of all the 

correlations within the correlation matrix, was significant suggesting that the data met 
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assumptions necessary for factor analysis, χ2 (1770) = 81543.607, p <.000, indicating 

that it was appropriate to use the factor analytic model on this set of data. Factor analysis 

produced a five-factor solution for 59 scale-items that met this criterion and cumulatively 

accounted for 81.962% of variance in the scale. Examination of the item loading of these 

factors revealed factors addressed (1) attributes of PFs (self-report); (2) attributes PFs 

(others-reports); (3) privilege; (4) affluence; and, (5) political affiliation. (see Table 15).  

All 59 items on the scale were analyzed to determine an overall reliability 

estimate for the scale (α = .990, N = 867). All remaining items produced Cronbach’s 

alpha lower or equal to the overall score, therefore, these items were retained in the scale. 

Fifty-nine (59) items were computed to gather mean score for each participant on the 

perceived legitimacy scale. The items that were retained are shown in Table 15.  
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Table 15  
Five factor Solution to SE Scale based on Self Reports (SO) and Other Reports (OT 

Dimension 
Item Attributes 

(SR) 
25 items  

Attributes 
(OR) 
23 items 

Privil
ege 
5 
items 

Afflue
nce 
4 
items 

Political 
Affiliation 
2 items 

Be a good person* .864     
Be competent .839     
Be a Smart person .790     
Well-qualified and an expert .832     
Be well-informed .807     
Be intelligent 898     
Be rational .848     
Experienced .831     
Positive .868     
Be persuasive*** .555     
Be warm .790     
Be valuable .927     
Be pleasant .832     
Be believable .857     
Be favorable .878     
Be wise .818     
Be truthful .893     
Be personable .809     
Be humble .735     
Be sincere .871     
Be honest .885     
Be receptive of others .849     
Be friendly .826     
Be charming*** .689     
Be trustworthy .865     
Well-qualified and an expert  .786    
Be well-informed  .722    
Be intelligent  .784    
Be rational  .799    
Experienced  .737    
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Positive  .753    
Be persuasive  .749    
Be warm  .718    
Be valuable  .893    
Be pleasant  .824    
Be believable  .929    
Be favorable  .852    
Be wise  .860    
Be truthful  .880    
Be personable  .857    
Be humble  .787    
Be sincere  .867    
Be honest  .903    
Be receptive of others  .840    
Be friendly  .782    
Be charming  .825    
Be attractive looking *  .737    
Be trustworthy  .926    
Status – Sex & Gender (SR)   .872   
Status – Race (SR)**   .760   
Status – Religion (SR)   .839   
Status – Sex & Gender (OR)   .822   
Status – Religion   .816   
Well-connected (SR)    .918  
Well-connected (OR)    .807  
Influential position (SR)    .880  
Influential position (OR)    .786  
Status – political affiliation 
(SR) 

    .846 

Status – political affiliation 
(OR) 

    .908 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Promax with 
Kaiser Normalization. * Indicates attributes in (SR) that did not stand valid in (OR). ** 
Indicates the attributes in (OR) that did not stand valid in (SR). *** Items retained 
because of face value.  
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Using Cronbach’s alpha, reliability estimates were calculated for the five factors.  
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Table 16  
Factor Reliability on Social Evaluation Scale 
Factor  No. of items Cronbach’s Alpha 
Attributes (self-report) 25 α = .992 (N = 879) 
Attributes (others-report) 22 α = .991 (N = 869) 
Privilege 5 α = .894 (N = 893) 
Affluence 4 α = .881 (N = 896) 
Political Affiliation 2 α = .781 (N = 893) 

 
 
 

Parasocial Relationship  

The participants’ parasocial relationship with the PFs was rated using a 5-point 

semantic differential scale with response option ranging from 5 = completely agree to 1= 

completely disagree (N = 689). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 

yielded a score of .844 indicating high likelihood of the usefulness of the factor analysis. 

 The Bartlett Test of Sphericity suggested that the data met assumptions necessary 

for factor analysis, χ2 (6) = 2388.671, p <.000. Factor analysis produced a single-factor 

solution that met this criterion and accounted for 79.028 % of variance in the scale.  

Next, all 4 items on the parasocial relationship scale were analyzed for reliability. 

Using Cronbach’s alpha, reliability estimates were calculated. All 4 items on the scale 

were analyzed to determine an overall reliability estimate for the factor (α = .909). 

Cronbach’s alpha of each item was scrutinized; all items produced Cronbach’s alpha if 

removed lower than the overall score, therefore, all items were retained in the scale. All 

items were computed to gain mean score for each participant on the parasocial 

relationship scale. Reliability scores for each item are in Table 17.  
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Table 17  
Parasocial Relationship: Single factor Scale   
 Single Factor 
They would find me trustworthy if we met socially.  .909 
They would find me likeable if we met socially. .905 
They would find me intelligent if we met socially. .873 
We would be friends if we met socially .867 
Note. Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

 
 
 
Agency 

Participants were rated on their perceived sense of agency on part of the PF using 

a 5-point semantic differential scale with response option ranging from 5 = completely 

agree to 1 = completely disagree. On the scale, 11 items were reverse coded for 

participants who viewed the PFs unfavorably, two items were reverse coded for 

participants who viewed the PFs favorably, and four items remained the same (for a 

complete list, see Appendix B). The Bartlett Test of Sphericity suggested that the data 

met assumptions necessary for factor analysis, χ2 (45) = 4506.634, p <.000. Factor 

analysis produced a two-factor solution that met this criterion and cumulatively 

accounted for 64.500% of variance in the scale. After removing items that did not load 

sufficiently on any factor and or produced problematic reliability, the scale was reduced 

to a 4-item single factor scale. (see Table 18).  

After repeated revisions, the 17-item scale was reduced to single factor four-item 

scale with α = .932, (N = 841) that accounted for 83.312% of the variance in the scale.  
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Table 18  
Items in the Single Factor Agency Scale 
 Single Factor 
 Cronbach’s α if Item Removed 
This behavior is consistent with past behavior .932 
They behave like this regularly .926 
Current behavior is expected .924 
They have freedom over their actions  .875 

Note. All items are reverse coded for only the participants who considered the PF’s 
behavior bad. 
 
 
 

Four items were computed to gather mean score for each participant on the 

agency scale.  

Reliability 

The overall reliability of all subscales is shown in Table 19.  
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Table 19  
Reliability Scores for All Sub-scales 
Scale and No. of Items Cronbach’s α M SD 

Perceived Legitimacy (13)  .974 (N = 902) 3.287 1.308 
SE (59) .990 (N = 896) 3.161 1.194 
PSR (4) .909 (N = 878) 3.412 1.171 
Agency (4) .932 (N = 872) 3.041 1.273 

 
 
 
Hypotheses Testing  

Data was collected from survey participants to investigate whether there was a 

relationship between IVs (PLgt, Se, PSR, agency) and dependent variable (reputations of 

PFs). Results of the Pearson correlation from 902 participants indicated that there was a 

relationship between the IVs and reputations. A significant positive correlation was found 

between the variables r = .836, p < .001). 

The results revealed that all independent variables are positively correlated with 

the dependent variable confirming the first four hypotheses. Further, the analysis revealed 

that there was statistically significant multicollinearity between the IVs. Because the 

factors address similar attributes of a PF, the correlation between the factors was 

expected.  
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Table 20  
Exploratory Analysis: Correlation Analysis 
 Reputation Legitimacy SE PSR Agency 
Pearson 
Correlation 

Reputation 1.00 .836 .877 .690 .737 
Legitimacy .836 1.000 .922 .779 .742 
SE .877 .922 1.000 .810 .735 
PSR .690 .779 .810 1.000 .570 
Agency .737 .742 .735 .570 1.000 

Sig. (1-tailed) Reputation . .000 .000 .000 .000 
Legitimacy .000 . .000 .000 .000 
SE .000 .000 . .000 .000 
PSR .000 .000 .000 . .000 
Agency .000 .000 .000 .000 . 

N Reputation 896 896 896 878 872 
Legitimacy 896 902 896 878 872 
SE 896 896 896 878 872 
PSR 878 878 878 878 871 
Agency 872 872 872 871 872 

Note. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
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Figure 6  
Factor Correlations with Personal Reputation and within Factors 
 
 
  

Hypotheses 1- 4: Simple regression and then hierarchical regression were 

conducted to determine how much variance in the reported reputation of a PF could be 

predicted by variance in PLgt, SE, PSR with PFs, and agency. A hierarchical regression 

analysis indicated that 79% of the variance in the reputation could be predicted by 

variance in the four independent variables, F (4, 866) = 819.43, p < .000. Analysis of 

regression coefficient indicated that social evaluation predicted the greatest variance in 

the reported reputation score of a PF [β = .70, t = 15.61, p <.001], followed by perceived 

agency of a PF [β = .18, t = 7.88, p < .001], followed by perceived legitimacy of a PF [β 

= .08, t = 2.068, p < .05]. After accounting for the other variables, PSR accounted for 

negative variance in reported reputation of a PF, [β = - .054, t = -2.023, p < .05]. The 
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hypothesis was partially supported. All independent variables contribute to the scale, but 

they do not contribute equally.  
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Table 21  
Regression Analysis of the Personal Reputation Scale 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients t Sig. 

β Std. Error Beta   
1 (Constant) -.448 .075  -5.956 .000 

Legitimacy .099 .048 .088 2.068 .039 
SE .866 .055 .703 15.614 .000 
PSR -.068 .034 -.054 -2.023 .043 
Agency .216 .027 .187 7.876 .000 

Note. Reputation scores can be predicted by using:  -.448+ (.099 legitimacy) + (.866 SE) 
+(-.068 PSR) + (.216 Agency) 
 
 
 

 Hypothesis 6 was an investigation in the correlation between self-reported social 

evaluation (SR-SE) of PFs and other-reported social evaluation (OR-SE) of PF. The 

hypothesis was supported, there was a significant correlation found between the two 

variables.   

Data was collected from 896 survey participants to find out whether there was a 

relationship between SR-SE of PFs and OR-SE of PFs. A significant positive correlation 

was found between the variables, r = .847, p < .001. Other-reports about SE of PFs 

accounts for approximately 72% of the variance in SR-SE of PFs. 

Hypothesis 7 was an investigation about the variance caused by a PF’s morality in 

their personal reputations. The hypothesis was supported, a significant positive 

correlation was found between the variables, r = .801, N = 766, p < .001. A hierarchical 

regression analysis indicated that after controlling for all other items on the scale, 64 % of 

the variance in the reputation could be predicted by variance in the perceived morality of 

the FPs, F (1, 764) = 1366.061, p < .000. Analysis of regression coefficient indicated that 
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the PF’s morality was a significant predictor of the PF’s personal reputation [β = .80, t = 

36.96, p < .001].  

Hypothesis 8 was an investigation about the variance caused by the PF’s 

persuasiveness in their personal reputations. The hypothesis was supported, a significant 

positive correlation was found between the variables, r = .582, N = 766, p < .001. A 

hierarchical regression analysis indicated that after controlling for all other items on the 

scale, 34 % of the variance in the reputation could be predicted by variance in the 

persuasiveness of the FPs, F (1, 764) = 392.04, p < .000. Analysis of regression 

coefficient indicated that persuasiveness of the PF was a significant predictor of personal 

reputation of the PF [β = .80, t = 36.96, p < .001].  

Hypothesis 9 was an investigation about the variance caused by the participants’ 

perceived liking by the PF for them in their personal reputations. The hypothesis was 

supported, a significant positive correlation was found between the variables, r = 627, N 

= 766, p < .001. A hierarchical regression analysis indicated that after controlling for all 

other items on the scale, 39 % of the variance in the reputation could be predicted by 

variance in the participants’ perceived liking by the PF for them, F (1, 764) = 494.42, p < 

.000. Analysis of regression coefficient indicated that perceived liking by the PF was a 

significant predictor of personal reputation of the PF [β = .63, t = 22.24, p < .001].  

Interesting Results 

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to find out whether there were 

differences between the participants who agreed with the opinions in New York Times 
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articles that portrayed Donald Trump (DT) unfavorably and portrayed Barack Obama 

(BO) favorably.  

Donald Trump  

Age. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was significant (F = 13.138, p < 

.000) for age, so values for Equal Variances Not Assumed were used. Results showed 

that there was a statistically significant difference in age between participants who agreed 

or disagreed with unfavorable portrayal of DT. Those who agreed with the unfavorable 

portrayal of DT (M = 2.30, SD = 1.340) were older in age than those who disagreed with 

the unfavorable portrayal of DT (M = 1.62, SD = 1.093), t (561) = 6.287, p < .000. 
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Table 22  
Age Differences Between Participants Who Agreed with Liberal Media Portrayal of 
Donald Trump 

 

                                 Age                                                   Total 

24 or less 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+  
Media 
Portrayal 

Y
e
s 

Agree 146 106 74 42 23 10 401 
% within 
Age 

56.4% 85.5% 81.3% 84.0% 79.3% 100.0% 71.2% 

N
o 
Disagree 113 18 17 8 6 0 162 
% within 
Age 

43.6% 14.5% 18.7% 16.0% 20.7% 0.0% 28.8% 

Total Count 259 124 91 50 29 10 563 
% within 
Age 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 
 
 

Gender. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant (F = .095, 

p = .758) for gender, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were used. Results showed 

that gender was not a significant indicator of those who agreed or disagreed with the 

negative portrayal of DT Agreed. Those who agreed with the negative portrayal of DT 

(M = 1.50, SD = .539) were not statistically different by gender than the participants who 

disagreed with the negative portrayal of DT (M = 1.54, SD = .536), t (561) = -665, p = 

.506. 
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Figure 7 
Gender Differences Between Participants Who Agree with Liberal Media Portrayal of 
Donald Trump 
 
 
 

Education Level. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant 

(F = 1.308, p = .253) for education level, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were 

used. Those who agreed with the negative portrayal of DT (M = 4.29, SD = 1.383) were 

statistically different by education level than the participants who disagreed with the 

negative portrayal of DT (M = 3.59, SD = 1.514), t (561) = 5.283, p < .001. 
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Figure 8 
Education Differences Between Participants Who Agreed with liberal media Portrayal of 
Donald Trump 
 
 
 

Political Party Affiliation (PPA). Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance 

was not significant (F = 1.547, p = .214) for political affiliation, so values for Equal 

Variances Assumed were used. Those who agreed with the negative portrayal of DT (M 

= 1.79, SD = .839) were statistically different by political affiliation than the participants 

who disagreed with the negative portrayal of DT (M = 1.96, SD = .958), t (561) = -2.179, 

p = .030. This was interesting to note, however, because the sample is not nationally 

representative the results should be considered with some caution.  
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Figure 9 
Party Affiliation of Participants Who Agree with Unfavorable Media Portrayal of Donald 
Trump 
 
 

 

Similarly, there were no statistically significant differences between participants’ 

self-reported influence from their friends and family on their perceptions of PFs and their 

frequency of social media use.  
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Table 23  
Participants who Agreed with the Liberal Media Portrayal of Donald Trump (DT) 
                    Media Portrayal n M SD 
Age  Agreed 401 

162 
2.30 1.340 

Disagreed 3.59 1.093 
Gender  Agreed 401 

162 
1.50 .539 

Disagreed 1.54 .536 
Education Agreed 401 

162 
4.29 1.383 

Disagreed 3.59 1.514 
*PPA Agreed 401 

162 
1.79 .839 

Disagreed 1.96 .958 
Influence  Agreed 401 

162 
2.70 1.545 

Disagreed 2.78 1.404 
**SM Use Agreed 401 

162 
1.72 
1.63 

.651 

.704 Disagreed 
Note. *Political party affiliation (PPA). ** Social media (SM) use 
 
 
 
Barack Obama  

Age. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant (F = 2.003, p 

= .158) for age, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were used. Results showed that 

there was a statistically significant difference in age between participants who agreed or 

disagreed with unfavorable portrayal of DT. Those who agreed with the positive 

portrayal of BO (M = 1.80, SD = 1.241) were not statistically different by age from the 

participants who disagreed with the positive portrayal of BO (M = 2.13, SD = 1.432), t 

(33.350) = -1.231, p = .227. 

 
 
  



128 
 

Table 24  
Age Differences Between Who Agreed with Liberal Media Portrayal of Barack Obama 

 

                                 Age                                                      Total 

24 or less 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+  
Media 
Portrayal 

Y
e
s 

Agree 185 63 24 21 11 6 310 
% within 
Age 

92.5% 94.% 77.4% 95.5% 84.6% 85.7% 91.2% 

N
o 
Disagree 15 4 7 1 2 1 30 
% within 
Age 

7.5% 6.0% 22.6% 4.5% 15.4% 14.3% 8.8% 

Total Count 200 67 31 22 13 7 340 
% within 
Age 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0
% 

 
 
 

Gender. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant (F = .118, 

p = .731) for gender, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were used. Results showed 

that gender was not a significant indicator of those who agreed or disagreed with the 

negative portrayal of DT Agreed. Those who agreed with the positive portrayal of BO (M 

= 1.58, SD = .525) were not statistically different by political affiliation from the 

participants who disagreed with the positive portrayal of DT (M = 1.57, SD = .504), t 

(35/385) = .178, p = .860. 
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Figure 10  
Gender Differences Between Participants Who Agreed with the Liberal Media Portrayal 
of Barack Obama 
 
 
 

Education Level. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was not significant 

(F = .700, p = .403) for education level, so values for Equal Variances Assumed were 

used. Those who agreed with the positive portrayal of BO (M = 3.79, SD = 1.486) were 

not statistically different by education level from the participants who disagreed with the 

positive portrayal of DT (M = 3.83, SD = 1.341), t (36.256) = -.154, p = .879. 
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Figure 11 
Education Differences Between Participants Who Agreed with the Liberal Media 
Portrayal of Barack Obama 
 
 
 

Political Party Affiliation. Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variance was 

significant (F = 8.114, p = .005) for political party affiliation, so values for Equal 

Variances Not Assumed were used. Those who agreed with the positive portrayal of BO 

(M = 1.75, SD = 1.050) were not statistically different by political affiliation from the 

participants who disagreed with the positive portrayal of DT (M = 1.73, SD = .785), t 

(39.809) = .076, p = .940. 
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Figure 12 
Political Party Affiliation Differences Between Who Agreed with the Liberal Media 
Portrayal of Barack Obama  
 
 
 

Similarly, there were no statistically significant differences between participants’ 

self-reported influence from their friends and family on their perceptions of PFs and their 

frequency of social media use.  
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Table 25  
Participants who Agreed with the Liberal Media Portrayal of Barack Obama (BO) 
Media Portrayal N M SD 
Age  Agreed 310 

30 
1.80 1.241 

Disagreed 2.13 1.432 
Gender  Agreed 310 

30 
1.58 .525 

Disagreed 1.57 .504 
Education Agreed 310 

30 
3.79 1.486 

Disagreed 3.83 1.341 
PPA Agreed 310 

30 
1.75 1.050 

Disagreed 1.73 .785 
Influence  Agreed 310 

30 
2.88 1.459. 

Disagreed 2.57 1.357. 
SM Use Agreed 310 

30 
1.55 
1.45 

.677 

.586 Disagreed 
Note. *Political Party Affiliation (PPA). ** Social Media (SM) Use 
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Chapter Six  
 

Discussion 

Personal reputations of a PF have often been conflated with their approval or their 

likeability (their perceived social evaluation), which has been untrue anecdotally. 

Therefore, this study sought to better understand the nature of personal reputations. As in 

any exploratory examination of a concept, the grounded research method helped discover 

the unexplored dimensions of personal reputations.  

The interviews helped identify interesting ways to view personal reputations. 

Particularly, two aspects helped the quantitative study immensely, that, firstly, a PF’s 

perceived legitimacy contributes to their reputation and secondly, the perceived privilege 

of the normative identities of a PF contributes toward a better evaluation of their 

reputation.  

What are Personal Reputations?  

Although various measures, such as positive mentions on social media or income 

potential, have been a litmus test for corporate reputations, personal reputations have 

been mostly neglected as a field of research. This investigation was prompted by inquiry: 

why are some reputations more resilient to reputation crises than others? Thus, this 

observation subverted the common view of personal reputations as merely a social 

evaluation. There seemed to be some undetected dimensions of reputations that would 
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explain why when a person behaved in a socially undesirable manner, still held favorable 

reputations with some public, and vice versa.  

The inquiry indicated a multiplicity in the public response to a PF's behavior.  

Most significantly, it led to the realization that the public's behavior, rather than the 

behavior of the PF, determines the personal reputations of PFs.  

The most significant discovery from this mixed method study was that reputations 

are not unidimensional as they are commonly thought to be, it is not merely a measure of 

how much someone is liked or disliked. Testing the concept in political PFs revealed that 

reputations are, in fact, a multidimensional phenomenon comprising perceived legitimacy 

(PLgt), social evaluation (SE), parasocial relationships (PSR) with the PFs, and agency. 

Since none of these indicators alone predict personal reputations, there may be a 

synergistic relationship between these dimensions. 

As anticipated with the grounded theory approach, the in-depth interviews 

revealed that perceived privilege of a PF is imperative in their social evaluation. 

Perceived legitimacy of a PF is also deemed imperative, however, may not be as crucial 

to non-political PFs. For example, legitimacy may not be a relevant scale item for the 

measurement of celebrities, such as movie stars but still be necessary for other types of 

authority figures such as religious thought leaders.  

Collectively, all the dimensions of the personal reputation scale help explain two 

important unresolved issues with conceptualizing reputations. Firstly, SE alone does not 

explain why some people can earn positive social evaluation, but not favorable 

reputations and vice versa. Secondly, the combined effect of all the dimensions on the 
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personal reputation scale help understand what may or may not be in a PF's control when 

they are in a reputation crisis. Better understanding these dimensions will benefit theory 

advancement and the application of reputation management strategies for future 

researchers.  

The data results revealed that PSR creates a negative variance in reputations. This 

is an important discovery because it indicates that this dimension of personal reputations 

is uniquely meaningful in understanding personal reputations; it underscores the notion 

about PSR that the more favorable a PF's personal reputation, the harder they have to 

work to earn meaningful connections from those who pursue those PSR. A frequent 

observation of this relationship can be seen in public having higher expectations of those 

PFs who they admire more than others. Also, it indicates that when a person associates 

negative PSR with a PF, they are not disappointed by their bad behavior. 

Perceived legitimacy (PLgt) and SE turned out to be highly correlated concepts, 

which was expected. Because the literature review established that reputations are co-

created with others in one’s close networks, SE measured survey items that included self-

reports and others-reports. On the contrary, the interviews revealed that questioning of 

legitimacy has the greatest negative effect on a person’s self-image if their academic 

work, title, performance, policies, or integrity were questioned in reputation attacks. 

Participants 1, 2, 3, 11, 12, 17, 18, and 19 who related their personal experiences reported 

such interactions. Participant 3 admitted that his university placed increased scrutiny on 

his research due to personal reputation attacks, which hurt his self-image. Participant 18 

agreed that as an elected official, she questions her decision-making ability when she is 
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attacked for the legislations that she has worked hard to advance. Participant 11, who’s 

research in indigenous sex-workers is controversial in some academic circles, admitted to 

struggling with allegations about the legitimacy of her research. Participant 17 has 

observed in his research that athletes who come under reputation attacks are likely to 

underperform because it may hurt their self-image.  

It should be noted that the interview participants mentioned privilege as a 

significant measure of reputations. However, factor analysis suggested that privilege 

indicators included in the scale (sex/gender, education, socio-economic status, religion, 

race, political affiliation) were not unquestionably valid scale items. 

Only sex/gender, religion, race (self-reported only), and political affiliation were 

valid scale items. Because this seems counterintuitive, there needs to be more research 

done to see how these privileges intervene. Notably, the attributes used in privilege 

overlap with the crutches that are used in the attack strategies revealed in the interviews; 

thus, suggesting that people with less privilege are at a greater risk to be attacked. 

The literature review and interviews validated the factors as the dimension of 

personal reputations to be included in the scale. The data analysis of the data collected on 

this scale showed the validity and reliability of the scale. However, the scale can be 

reevaluated for other types of PFs, such as a pop icon or religious though leaders. 

Moreover, more work is needed to reduce the number of scale items that provide the most 

reliable data asking the least number of questions. 
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Why are Reputations Valued?  

King and Fine (2000) observed that reputations represent the values that a society 

cherishes. To better understand this assertion, some critical parts of Pierre 

Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital can be drawn on. Bourdieu, a French philosopher 

and critical theorist, focused on the symbolic structures within the society. Explaining the 

cultural capital theory, Bourdieu extended the idea of economic exchange to the realm of 

social systems (symbolic culture) that inform collective cognition, communication, 

and social differentiation within it (Swartz, 1997, p. 83). Bourdieu maintained that 

autonomous agents earn charisma or legitimacy – "demands for recognition, deference, 

obedience, or the service of others" (Swartz, 1997, p. 43) – by aligning with supposedly 

superior or natural ideals set by the elite, thus earning legitimate symbolic power. 

Legitimate individuals continue to dominate systems where subordinate systems continue 

to fall out of favor (Swartz, 1997). 

By Bourdieu's account, PFs can earn favorable reputations when their ideals 

match those of the social agents and the structures in which they operate. In this regard, 

reputations are ideologies that subsist within a society. The PFs who align with those 

ideologies earn and maintain legitimacy through favorable reputations within the social 

culture; the reputations of PFs who do not align with the public’s ideals continue to fall 

out of favor. Also, by Bourdieu’s account, reputations can be described as symbolic 

capital that a PF can accumulate with relevant public and then used as social power 

position with or against other players in the field. 
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It is noteworthy that reputations are value-free – they are neither good nor bad – 

they are desirable only within a symbolic structure. In a contrasting symbolic structure, a 

PF may be perceived justifiably unfavorably, holding no legitimate power. Thus, it is 

plausible that co-existing symbolic structures, such as religious or political structures, 

espouse distinct ideals. 

Warranting a favorable reputation comprises the element of legitimacy, which 

commands respect, reverence, and clout, the symbols of class and power. Therefore, 

legitimacy is the powerhouse of reputations that allows an individual to be part of a social 

structures. Turbulence in how reputations are perceived within the social structures, or 

otherwise known as reputation crises, can threaten the individuals' identity within the 

social structures. Such turbulence indicates disturbances in the social order where PFs are 

revered or detested.  

Whether as assurance (favorable reputations) or as turbulence (unfavorable 

reputations), reputations of PFs circulate through a social structure as ideological 

narratives, setting the bar for the newcomers. Thus, PFs are motivated to stand for and 

against something by maintaining their reputations to harmonize their self-images, 

identities, and group identity. Therefore, PFs aim to minimize negative impressions and 

undesirable public reactions by building a public image that reflects public expectations 

(Bromley, 1993). 

Personal reputations are an important social phenomenon. By underpinning the 

research on theoretical understanding and conceptualizing personal reputations, the 

research paves a way for theory development toward personal reputations. The scale 



139 
 

development further clarified its important dimensions which helps the nuanced 

understanding of personal reputation. Personal reputations can be understood as the 

relevant public's collective opinions gathered through their socially constructed beliefs 

about the PFs' (SE), perceived responsibility or ability to control the situation in a 

reputation crisis (agency), the rightfulness of the position in which a PF may claim some 

clout over others (legitimacy), and the intensity of attachment with the PF (PSR). A 

favorable reputation then provides a PF with a symbolic capital, that can then be 

exchanged for other forms of capital such as social, political, cultural, and economic. 

Self-image, Identity, and Parasocial Relationships 

Plausible narratives or images that are easy to believe about a PF’s reputation 

circulate widely. When these plausible narratives are favorable about a PF’s reputations, 

they enhance a PF’s self-image and influence their group identity while circulating, these 

narratives develop parasocial relationships with the PFs and those who endorse them. 

Participant 2 insisted that she wants to protect her reputation because she does not want 

her family to be disgraced. Participant 1 insisted that he refutes allegations against 

himself because he does not want any speculations to be associated with being a Muslim. 

Similarly, participant 18 was adamant that she cares about her reputation because she 

does not want her daughters and other young girls to get discouraged about entering the 

political arena. So, individuals’ motivation to manage their reputations stems from self-

image, maintenance of group identity, and the parasocial connections they have with 

others in their groups.  
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Networks Perpetuates Reputations Through Public Support and Appropriate 

Narratives  

Reputation of a PF is an outcome of aggregated images so that the cumulative 

effect can be a favorable reputation or an unfavorable reputation. When there is a 

reputation threat to a favorable PF, the public reacts with public displays of support such 

as sharing positive views of the person and sharing favorable views about them; in other 

words, the public shows support for PFs by reinforcing the PF’s positive reputations. 

However, when the reputation of a PF with unfavorable reputation is threatened, the 

public tends to react by reinforcing unfavorable reputations with disgust, anger, or 

censure. Social media lends a platform to make these reactions quickly and easily. 

Media 

Historically, reputation threats were typically small-scale, limited in scope, and 

took a long time to make a meaningful impact (Icks & Shiraev, 2014). The printing press 

accelerated these effects and lately, social media has made reputation crises exponentially 

unrestrained in magnitude (Pendergrass & Wright, 2014; Suler, 2004). Media outlets also 

have a stake in forming reputations of PFs as these topics are commercially valuable for 

them (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). As a result, the media is inclined to perpetuate these 

reputations by facilitating online public discourse and spectatorship (Latif, 2020; 

Williams & Carpini, 2000).  

What is more, social media has made the public’s interventions instantaneous and 

easy track by others during reputation threats. These elements of social media manifests 
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as a unique phenomenon, conceivable thorough social media, which can be demonstrated 

as the network influence. 

The Network Influence (NI)  

Throughout history, individuals’ social networks have been critical sources of 

endorsement and support. Social networks can provide or withhold support in an 

impactful manner. The network influence refers to the acts of support or censure toward a 

PF that perpetuate reputations through mediated means throughout one’s networks (Latif, 

2018). Often people publicly express opinions about others within their social networks. 

These opinions may be arbitrary, fluid or even haphazard convictions, which may be 

perceived as reasonable opinions, thus, reverberating through these social networks.  

These support networks for PFs are observable within close networks of family or 

friends and weak networks on social media platforms such as listservs, chat room, and 

discussion groups (Becker, 2012; Gross et al., 2002; Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Turner et al., 

2001). When individuals have more supportive networks, they reap greater benefits of the 

social support (Will & Cohen, 1985).  

A PF’s extended and even remote networks can bolster or undermine their 

reputations by diffusing narratives during a crisis. Thus, the public PFs rely on three 

types of publics during reptation crises: (1) the supporter or the reputational 

entrepreneurs; (2) the ambivalent public; and (3) the non-supporters.  

The first type of supporters of a PF, whom Fine (1996) described as reputational 

entrepreneurs are responsible for preserving reputations of a PF. The reputational 

entrepreneurs successfully enable favorable reputations to stick, when they intertwine 
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plausible narratives of communal interest within these narratives. Once these publics 

have formed a reputation of a PF, they use cognitive shortcuts – the use of past 

perceptions to make quick judgments about a PFs behavior – to avoid processing 

complex or confusing information (Brettschneider, 2002); a phenomenon sometimes 

referred to as a blind faith in the vernacular.  

Christakis and Fowler (2009) elaborate in their acclaimed book Connected that 

human networks galvanize aphorisms such as “the friend of my friend is my friend” and 

“the enemy of my enemy is my friend” making its way in many social and cultural 

structures. Thus, the NI phenomenon may be consequential for personal reputations in 

subtle and dramatics ways. 

It is also noted that high-status reputational entrepreneurs are more influential 

than those who are not equal in status. The flip side of the same logic indicate that high 

status supporters find it easy to influence reputations in the absence of counter-narratives 

and can shape the course of how a PF may be remembered.  

The second type of relevant public are those who are ambivalent about the PF 

facing a reputation crisis. They may even “like” or “dislike” a PF; however, they are 

receptive to plausible narratives. PFs who are lesser known to large swaths of the 

ambivalent public have an enormous opportunity to earn a favorable reputation from 

them with the help of appropriate narratives. It may be easier for a PF to form a favorable 

reputation than to change an unfavorable reputation. The conventional wisdom states that 

during a reputation crisis, non-supporters would perpetuate the narratives that would 

undermine the reputation of the PF to influence the ambivalent publics. On the contrary, 
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the supporters undertake counter-narratives to influence the ambivalent publics. 

However, this does not always happen.  

The third type of publics are the non-supporters. These publics share similar 

dynamics as the supporters, except they can hurt the reputations by perpetuating 

unfavorable narratives. They also use cognitive shortcuts to assess PFs just as the 

supporters. Prominent non-supporters can significantly harm the reputation of a PF. 

Although the public who holds a PF’s favorable opinion is primarily essential to 

maintaining a favorable reputation, to expect any successful shifts in reputations during 

crises, the ambivalent publics are the most relevant in rectifying a damaged reputation.  
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Figure 13 
Latif’s Network Influence Model 

 
 
 
Reputation crises, such as scandals or character assassination attacks set out with 

the spread of unfavorable narratives about the public figure. On receiving these 

narratives, the supports often retaliate with counter narratives of favorable evaluation of 

the PF, whereas non-supporters may perpetuate the unfavorable narratives of the PF. At 

this time, the ambivalent publics are the most susceptible to either becoming supporters 

or non-supporters, where their mediated vicinity to supporters or non-supporters may be 

the force of influence in determining their predisposition to converting into supporters or 

non-supporters.  

NI in Social Media  

Reputation crises of PFs unfold on the digital media, allowing the public to react 

through social media; the network influence is easily discernible and observable on social 
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media. Typically, a public’s reaction on social media is not different from how they 

would react in a non-mediated situation; however, the use of algorithms on media content 

severely restricts its circulation. The ISPs rank content based on their popularity and user-

personalization, which creates filter bubbles (Nikolov et al., 2021).  

These filter bubbles can have at least three main effects during a reputation crisis 

of a PF: (1) it restricts the content visible to individuals, (2) furnishes a false impression 

of popular views about a PF within these bubbles of related individuals; and, (3) it 

restricts the ability of the supporters of a PF to respond to opposing views as they are 

unlikely to view the opposing social media content.  

Although there was a high correlation found between the survey participants’ 

responses and the perceived views of the close networks about PFs. Frequently such 

correlation has been found true in content analysis studies where participant’s social 

media use is matched along with those of their contacts (Nikolov et al., 2021).  
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Figure 14  
Clusters of Partisan Twitter Users. Source: Nikolov et al., 2021   
 
 
 

The response from the survey participants is not unexpected as the United States 

is a relatively individualistic and independent culture (Hofstede, 1980). It can be 

reasonable to expect the participants' reluctance to believe that their views may be 

influenced by their close friends and family, which may not be a deliberate behavior. 

NI and The Controversial PFs 

The quantitative data revealed that the views about controversial PF are far more 

likely to be shared between networks than those of less controversial PFs. The revelation 

about controversial PFs is worth discussing because it supports some of the underlying 

assumptions about NI, such as: 

1. The more individuals share views about a PF, the more likely it is that others in 

the network will reinforce these views by repeating them. 
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2. Individuals like to share firmly held beliefs more frequently than vaguely held 

views; and, 

3. Individuals are likely to share both firmly held negative and positive views. 

Between the two PFs discussed in this investigation, Donald Trump and Barack Obama, 

the former can be easily classified as a controversial figure who has made 

himself famous by being infamous. The data shows a greater standard deviation for the 

mean scores of PLgt, SE, PSR, agency, self-reported reputations (SE), and other-reported 

reputations (OR) of Trump than that of Obama, indicating that participants’ views about 

him are less consistent. This information is important to consider in future studies to draw 

contrasts between contentious and noncontentious PFs.  
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Table 26  
Descriptive Statistics 
Identify Public Figure            N      M      SD 
Donald Trump PLgt 562 2.7128 1.24376 

SE 556 2.8863 1.16910 
PSR 546 3.0737 1.23860 
Agency 544 2.5645 1.20979 
SR - Have a good reputation 556 2.57 1.506 
OR - Have a good reputation 556 2.65 1.477 

Barack Obama PLgt 339 4.2242 .74425 
SE 339 4.2431 .60372 
PSR 331 3.9756 .79323 
Agency 327 3.8552 .92425 
SR - Have a good reputation 339 4.29 .939 
OR - Have a good reputation 339 4.26 .913 

 
 
 
However, an even more interesting revelation is that the correlation between the 

participants’ SR reputations and OR reputations of Trump are far more correlated with 

each other than those of Obama, which leads to the deduction that views about 

controversial PFs are more likely to be shared between individuals and their networks 

than less controversial PFs. Combined with the fact that more individuals opted to review 

Trump, indicated that controversial figures may solicit more reaction from the public. 
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Table 27  
Correlations 

Identify Public Figure 
SR - Have a good 
reputation 

OR - Have a good 
reputation 

Donald 
Trump 

SR - Have a 
good reputation 

Pearson Correlation 1 .827** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
Sum of Squares and 
Cross-products 

1258.122 1020.385 

Covariance 2.267 1.839 
N 556 556 

OR - Have a 
good reputation 

Pearson Correlation .827** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
Sum of Squares and 
Cross-products 

1020.385 1210.005 

Covariance 1.839 2.180 
N 556 556 

Barack 
Obama 

SR - Have a 
good reputation 

Pearson Correlation 1 .625** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
Sum of Squares and 
Cross-products 

298.088 181.009 

Covariance .882 .536 
N 339 339 

OR - Have a 
good reputation 

Pearson Correlation .625** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
Sum of Squares and 
Cross-products 

181.009 281.634 

Covariance .536 .833 
N 339 339 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
 
 
Why do Some Reputation Attacks Backfire?  

Practitioners are often puzzled by why some personal reputations are resilient that 

the attacks backfire even when the accusations of wrongdoings may be factual? 
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Understanding the motivations of the public can resolve this riddle. Attacks can backfire 

when supporters win over the ambivalent publics. 

Reputations of PFs are symbolically shared ideologies between the PFs and their 

supporters in crises, the supporters further coalesce as an ideological group in the PFs’ 

support and retaliate by passing plausible counter-narratives in their support. Ambivalent 

publics may become supporters if they find the counter-narratives plausible. Reputation 

attacks on some PFs may act to bound their supporters closer together and as a result 

counteract the effect of attacks made on them.  

Significant Moments. Another instance when reputation attacks may backfire is 

after a social experience of significant moments. The concept of significant moments is 

critical in social structures and the social construction of reputations. Significant 

moments indicate those metaphorical flashpoints or important events that the public 

encounters, which prompt them to reevaluate their ideals and shift their ideology. These 

moments can be steady incremental moments over some time or high-impact precipitous 

events. The interview participants recounted significant moments that have caused 

ideological shifts in populations, such as the spread of Christianity in Rome, which 

widely changed the Romans’ views on morally acceptable behavior; similarly, George 

Floyd's killing reignited the BLM movement with greater support from non-Black 

community. Both these events have triggered ideological shifts that have changed how 

PFs’ reputations were viewed differently. These significant moments may allow some 

individuals to rebound from unfortunate reputations.  
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Figure 15 
Latif’s Model of the Network Influence during Significant Moments 

 
 
 

The Nature of Reputation Crises 

In the social construction of personal reputation crises due to an attack, there are 

no failed attacks. This assertion comes from the following two phenomena: (1) the 

endurance of reputations and (2) the social and phycological effects.  

Rule of Endurance.  

A PF has little or no chance of reversing, retracting, or repealing misinformation 

in the digital world. Therefore, entirely refuting or erasing an attack is close to 

impossible. The rumors about the so-called Climategate scandal about climate change 

scientists, which accused them of “manipulating” data to show the evidence of climate 

change, still repeat and pop up in the media despite investigations relieving the scientists 

of any wrongdoing. These can often be traced to new audiences entering the digital space, 
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such as new internet users who are still ambivalent consumers of the information. Al 

Gore’s use of hyperbole in his climate awareness movie An Inconvenient Truth is 

archived as such, which has allowed the climate contrarians to continue to make 

misleading allegations against Gore. 

Social and Psychological Effect  

The reputation attacks aimed to slander a PF brings psychological strife by 

harming their self-identity, so they bear social and psychological effects. Attacks that are 

seemingly unsuccessful in defamation of a PF may still cause psychological distress to 

the target. Participants noted that attacks questioning their legitimacy might cause more 

psychological distress than those directed at their personal attributes. 

Attack Strategies   

Reputation threats range from fictitious or factual narratives of self-initiated 

destructive behaviors to orchestrated character assassination attacks. Adversaries or 

media who circulate these narratives use methodical strategies to malign a PF’s 

reputation.   

These strategies are rarely used in isolation. In fact, they work in overlapping 

ways. Delegitimizing helps to establish grounds for other attacks, such as the Serengeti 

strategy. In fact, delegitimizing appeared to be the most prevalent strategy. Puppeteering 

also seemed a prevalent strategy. This strategy can be used for clandestine attacks where 

the adversary can avoid limelight or an undesirable reaction as the attacker. 

Trojan horsing is a critical social media attack strategy that needs more research 

in the context of personal reputations. The social media landscape is a manifest virtual 
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space where people interact as they would in material spaces. However, because 

unfavorable narratives can easily circulate in the virtual space, unfavorable reputations 

can become enduring, virtual attacks can do more harm than in material spaces.   

By selectively bursting filter bubbles to access adversaries’ virtual spaces, 

attackers can safely and easily enter the adversaries’ territory. The relatively unrestricted 

access allows the attackers to cause harm by spreading rumors or misinformation while 

remaining undetected for a long time. 

Although this study was meant as a practical guide for reputation management 

practitioners, the implications of these findings can be beneficial in the greater social 

context of human interactions. The multidimensionality of personal reputations, the way 

in which the public is divided and responds to messages of PFs, are social constructs that 

can facilitate more than reputation management scholarship. More research can be done 

to establish the NI as a communicative behavior visible on social media. For example, the 

dimension of the agency will allow practitioners to consider messaging in a new way. 

Articulating messages that underscore the value of agency when communicating about 

chronic illnesses such as mental illnesses can significantly reduce stigma in these 

patients.   

Evaluation of Public Figures   

Although the survey was not a nationally representative data, some significant 

trends could be observed regarding the participants. It was interesting that most 

participants chose review questions about Donald Trump and responded with more 

polarized views, which indicated that more controversial PFs interest the public to a 
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greater extent. The notions of fame and infamy seem to be at play here; those who are 

more famous or infamous remain ins public discourse and become more memorable. 

Gender was not a statistically significant indicator of whether or not the 

participants agreed with the favorable or unfavorable views about the two PFs; however, 

education was found to be a statistically significant indicator. More educated participants 

agreed with the favorable portrayal of Obama and agreed with the unfavorable portrayal 

of Trump. These indicators reveal that people’s perceptions about PF’s reputation change 

with their education level, and perhaps the social drivers that predisposition one to higher 

education. 

A critical assumption of any socially constructed phenomena is that they are 

highly contextual. Therefore, social factors such as the public's cultural, political, and 

religious preferences might invalidate some conclusions made in this investigation. The 

concept of apologies provided a clear example of this. Myers (2016) argued that apology 

is commonplace approach for retribution in the U.S. culture. However, in many cultures, 

the wrongdoers do not offer apologies even when they are guilty. Participants discussed 

apologies as a reputation management strategy. All except two participants agreed that 

apologies are a good idea to restore negative reputations. All participants of the 

Eurocentric views expressed similar sentiments to Participant 7, who emphasized, "You 

will not be faulted for apologizing. Yeah, you get credit for apologies. So, it is a tough 

kind of environment for people. You cannot hide... you cannot run and hide" (2020, June 

15). Similarly, it is possible that cultures that tend to value feministic attributes such as 

justice, equity, sensitivity, perceptiveness, and altruism may express less harsh opinion of 
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those PFs who are disgraced due to a reputation crisis. As a result, views about apologies 

may be attributed to a Eurocentric population but cannot be generalized universally. It 

should be noted that regardless of cultural influences, the framework in this investigation 

can be modified to the involved parties' cultural and social norms. 
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Chapter Seven  
 

Recommendations for Practitioners 

The research gathered insights from three types of individuals involved in the 

practice of reputation management: (1) those who have studied reputation threats; (2) 

those who have suffered reputation threats; and, (3) those who have imparted threats on 

others’ reputations. The recommendations in this chapter are for the reputation 

management practitioners. These recommendations are based on the synthesis of both the 

qualitative and quantitative research in this study.  

As the discussion suggests, reputation management is the process of reducing the 

discrepancy between one’s identity (who I think I am), desired face (what I want others to 

think of me), and face (one’s image or how they are perceived by others). Haman’s 

motivation to gather favorable reputation is innate. The resolved public -- those who are 

either decidedly supporters or non-supporters -- are unlikely to change their views about 

a person’s reputation. But newcomers, as the ambivalent public, are constantly entering 

the public sphere where they are vulnerable to the narratives shared by both the 

supporters and non-supporters. Despite its challenges, it may be feasible to cultivate 

favorable reputations over time by making small steps toward maintaining these 

reputations.  
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Reputation Management Playbook  

Based on the conclusions of this research, practitioners should consider the following 

playbook for reputations management.  

1. Disarm the adversary 

2. Being authentic  

3. Bank reputations for cashing out later  

4. Highlight what pays into your reputation 

5. Demonstrate resilience – do not get distracted 

6. Customize the playbook 

Disarm the Adversary 

A reputation threat will continue to harm unless is it eliminated. The purpose of 

any reputation management during threats is to eliminate the threat, instead of avoiding, 

evading, or dodging the adversary or the threat. For this reason, the adversary or the 

threat should be disarmed. Disarming strategies are aimed at removing any such future 

threat. During a reputation crisis, the adversaries, the non-supporting resolved public, and 

the ambivalent public often act as spectators, watching the reactions to make their future 

perceptions. By executing a calibrated response, a crisis may be evaded and removed. 

The main type of disarming strategy is to control the longevity of the threat.  

Control the longevity of the threat. Adversaries often trickle in bad news into 

the public sphere to set the unfavorable reputations, as a set of impressions that will sear 

into the public memory. The adversaries accomplish that by engaging the public with 

unfavorable information. The target should consider the best way to control the longevity 
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of the threat. Scholars and practitioners have disagreed on what might be the best way to 

respond -- to respond to threats or to hold off? Participant 10 made an astute observation 

that “what people don’t know; they will make up” (2020, July 17). Participant 12 also 

agreed that “if you're not the first one [to share information] than anything you say after 

that appears a reactionary act” (2020, June 18). But the alternative -- responding to the 

threats -- can be damaging if non-worthy threats are taken too seriously or if targets 

respond with counterattacks. The focus of the target should be to prevent exacerbating the 

crisis, for which silence can be just as much a powerful response as responding to threats.  

Being Authentic 

Authenticity is often used as a buzz word for transparency and consistency 

between one’s private life and their public life. In some situations, it is also used to 

indicate humanizing oneself. Participant 12 explained: 

So generally, there is a cluster of characteristics around the idea of authenticity, 

right? If you're an authentic person that generally means you're comfortable with 

yourself. You're open to hearing new ideas. You realize that you don't have all the 

answers and you're willing to sort of listen to others and you have developed 

relationships with people who understand that you have those characteristics of 

authenticity. (2020, June 18) 

Thus, participant 12 explains that this virtue also includes the acknowledgement that the 

public is sensitive to and an expert in sensing inauthentic behavior. While one should not 

put perfume on a skunk by making oneself seem different from who they really are, the 
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public, particularly the supporters, is forgiving and can appreciate the 

multidimensionality and complexity of one’s personality.  

 Avoid Shocking the Audience. Another way to remain authentic is to maintain a 

consistent behavior, as long as the desired reputation outcome is achieved. For example, 

breaking out of one’s public persona whether it is of an intimidating wrestler or a fun-

loving talk show host, is likely to shock the public.  

Consistent with the notion of social contract violation, the public is alarmed by a 

PF’s shocking behavior. A PF, who suddenly changes their behavior, cannot expect to 

maintain their position within their attentive public. Donald Trump provides 

counterintuitive yet an unmistakable example, who consistently shocks the public. Trump 

has maintained his brutish behavior despite grave adverse outcomes of this behavior in 

non-supporters because any contrary behavior would not sit well with his primary public. 

Compartmentalize Identity. This may be the most obvious yet the most 

necessary advice – to separate one’s identity from the public image by being self-aware. 

This advice does not suggest being inauthentic; instead, it prepares a PF for a level of 

scrutiny and public criticism. To handle any such criticism, participant 10 suggested: “So, 

that's the first thing you have to have -- it's a sense of self awareness. You got to know 

who you are, you got to know how you got to where you are, and you gotta know where 

you go with it” (2020, July 17).  

Participants' views indicated that the public is often not concerned about knowing 

everything about a PF's life. They look for information that they can consistently rely on 

about the PF. Athletes often get away with personal infractions when they are performing 
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well in sports. Personal branding works in this way where PFs repeat short, relatable, and 

memorable messages about themselves, which serves as their desired face in the public 

perceptions. 

Bank Reputations – Cash Out Later 

Fixating on the public's approval can be stifling for a PF. A wholesome behavior 

with good intentions, but unfortunate outcomes, is forgivable in the court of public 

opinion.3 Particularly in the United States' culture, initiative-taking is considered an 

admirable quality, which allows forgiveness to be quite common. Participant 10 

explained, “we are generally in a society where people like to give a second 

chance…second chances, but you have to show that you're willing to be forgiven" (2020, 

July 17). However, the public is not forgiving to all others; they are likely to forgive 

those who have previously banked favorable reputations. For positively accumulating 

favorable reputations, an individual must: (1) know their pack or the social support 

system in which they thrive, and (2) they should know their most relevant audience.  

Know Your Pack 

A PF must know the most reliable audience or the support system during a 

reputation crisis. The pack – or one’s ideological tribe where their behavior is 

conventional – can help deter crises and they may mobilize to avert threats that they are 

facing. Participant 7 stated, 

And that means that you have to build your reputation in such a way that you appeal to 

the values that these groups have. And that means, for instance, that if you are a Roman 

 
3 Refer to discussion on agency. 
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emperor in the first century, and you're not going to sit on the throne and put a crown on 

your head. But instead, you're going to say, ‘oh! you know, I'm just a senator. See me, 

I'm wearing a toga just like you guys, I happen to have perhaps a bit more political power 

than you because I combine several political offices in one person, but I'm not really all 

that different from you. And I invite you fellow senators to my banquets. I treat you as 

equals; I treat you with respect’ and you sort of find acceptance among the other persons. 

(2020, June 15) 

Participant 7 explained that even the most powerful individuals must understand 

that they are only as strong as their tribe’s support.  

Know Your Audience  

 Knowing one’s audience is the key to both reputation management and to its 

repair. As a general rule, people do not change; particularly, people do not change their 

opinions about others due to a single incident. The audience that can turn the tide in a 

reputation crisis is one that had been ambivalent or irrelevant in the past. Repair 

strategies should be targeted to those previously ambivalent audiences.    

Participant 1 introduced the term collateral education. He explained that 

sometimes when he is being attacked, he calibrates his reactions, not because it will make 

a difference on the attacker; however, it will make a difference to the observers who are 

in the process of making opinions of him, which are important to him. 
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Highlight What Pays into a Reputation 

Just as it is critical to know when to speak, what to speak, and to whom to speak 

with, it is equally imperative to know what resonates with the public. Participant 1 

explained: 

I love sports. I love movies. I love music. You will almost never hear me talk about them 

on social media because it's irrelevant …The only time I will talk about things are things 

that I have studied things that are important to me religious freedom issues women's 

rights, racial justice, economic Justice. These are the things that I've studied, or written 

on, I published on a spoken on. (2020, May 24) 

Thus, the concept of clear, consistent messages becomes relevant once more. 

Those attributes that help maintain a favorable public perception should be highlighted 

more often. This recommendation particularly pertains to those who are culturally 

inclined to adopt humility and modesty, should consider highlighting the attributes that 

the relevant public responds well to. 

Customize the Playbook 

Ultimately, reputation management is a conscious act. Often, favorable reputation 

of a PF has been considered a serendipitous occurrence. However, the concept of 

personal reputations is not mysterious when considered in tandem with the social 

structures such as culture, religion, norms, and political events where reputations exist. 

For example, participants with a Eurocentric point of view believe that apologies can be a 

turning point during a reputation crisis, but those with non-Eurocentric point of view 
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stressed the contrary. Apologies can be detrimental to personal reputations in cultures 

where individuals stress face-saving strategies. 

Demonstration Resilience – Do Not Get Distracted 

Participants warned that for PFs, the old adage that “this is what they [PFs] had 

signed up for” applies, which means a PF should never lose sight of their duties and tasks 

at hand. Reputation crisis are often created as distractions, so it is important to not allow 

reputation crises to distract the PF from maintaining focus. Participant 6 contended that 

the public looks for resilience in PFs and admire those who can withstand adversity and 

criticism. In fact, favorable reputations take effort and can be cultivated in public with 

careful consideration of cultural and social norms. 
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Chapter Eight  
 

Limitations and Future Research 

Limitations  

Despite the attempt to maintain rigor in a study, there are limitations that all 

research faces; this research is no exception. The research faced both conceptual and 

methodological shortcomings.  

The first challenge was due to the paucity of relevant literature on personal 

reputations, which posed several challenges, such as relying on corporate reputation 

literature. While corporate reputation literature was somewhat transferrable to personal 

reputations, it fell short on plethora of fronts. For example, corporations are not socially 

connected entities like humans, where unfavorable reputations can have negative 

consequences, such as damage to careers, livelihoods, and other social and psychological 

consequences. I also felt that because personal reputation was not conceptualized in a 

valuable manner, there was reliance on more than one theory to clarify the assumptions 

made about personal reputations. Doing so may be confusing to the readers of this 

research. 

The research was sequenced so that expert interviews could validate what was 

learned from the literature and empirical observations to inform the quantitative research 

focused on the scale development of personal reputations. Although the use of the mixed-
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method approach triangulated what was discovered in the literature review and empirical 

observations about the characteristics of personal reputations, it may have drawn 

attention away from other phenomena.  

While conceptual limitations exist in the research, some limitations stem from 

methodological shortfalls. Conducting 19 interviews is not considered a robust sample for 

grounded research; however, participant recruitment criteria limited participants' 

eligibility. In fact, several participants were skeptical that their expertise related to the 

research at all. In spite of this, what was missing in the thickness of the data was 

compensated by the richness of the data collected via the interviews.  

The worldwide Coronavirus pandemic forced me to conduct the interviews 

virtually in WebEx, which posed two significant limitations. First, because most 

participants were interviewed from homes, expecting participants to take time away from 

work and their families was a challenge. Several participants could not interview because 

of difficulties associated with working from home. Also, the virtual environment took 

away a level of ease and comfort that the interview participants would establish with each 

other in face-to-face interactions; in spite of this, virtual meetings allowed me to recruit 

participants from five different countries.  

To keep the study conceptually and methodologically manageable, the research 

explores one side of the attacker/target dichotomy. Human communicative behaviors are 

discursive and complicated; without considering both sides simultaneously, many 

fascinating insights may have been missed. Future research should address this limitation.  
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The quantitative research included a significant number of participants (N = 971); 

however, it is not a nationally representative sample. Surveying over six months about 

PFs whose politics (scandals, accusations, contentious election) had evolved during this 

period may not be the best way to measure their reputations; instead, a study shortly after 

a noteworthy event is a better-suited survey method for this type of study. The 

individuals recruited through the Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) were randomly 

selected, but admittedly, the researcher’s predominantly liberal northeastern university 

and personal contacts, who took the survey, were self-selected. Some international 

participants who took the survey indicated party affiliation. It was not clear whether 

American politics was pertinent; however, the PFs in the survey, Trump and Obama, are 

prominent PF that most people have strong opinions about them despite having no part in 

the U.S. political system. Nationally representative data should be collected to understand 

the results for political PFs in the context of their political leaning. 

The sub-scales and the subsequent overall scale were long, which may have 

induced fatigue in the participants to complete the survey. The initial list of items used in 

the study should be retained until more testing is done in new populations using different 

research designs, PFs, and conditions before the scale items can be reduced. 

Future Research 

This study offers a preliminary probe into conceptualization and scale 

development of personal reputations. However, there is much work yet to be done.  

This research opens doors for a vast research fields on both the qualitative and 

quantitative fronts, with the ultimate goal of advancing theory development in personal 
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reputations. To this end, future research should focus on verify the findings and results of 

this study. For example, future research can take case study approach or use empirical 

evidence against the recommendations in this study.  

The network influence phenomenon has the potential to explain many social 

constructs as well as reputation crises. Computational social science will benefit from 

finding the patterns in which opinions travel within networks.  

The research establishes that reputations are formed by the public’s long held 

perceptions toward PFs. It makes sense to conduct longitudinal studies to observe 

changes in public perceptions. This research study focused on the personal reputation of 

PFs during a moderate reputational turbulence. There may be some revealing findings 

during reputation crises that involve transgressions that the supporters find highly 

offensive. It will also be interesting to observe differences in public perceptions during 

non-turbulent situations. Comparing data about the same PFs over a long time will reveal 

information that will be pertinent to the study of reputations and other fields of research 

such as public opinion, and psychology.  

This research discussed types of attacks, attack strategies, how attacks harm, but 

an important dynamic that is left out was a better understanding of the attackers. It may 

be a fair deduction that since legitimacy, social evaluation (SE), parasocial relationships 

(PSR), and agency are meaningful dimensions in evaluating the target. These dimensions 

also apply to how attackers are perceived by the public. Future studies should gather 

reputation scores, simultaneously of both the protagonists and the antagonists, during a 
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scandal to increase understanding of the manner in which participants evaluate them, to 

fully discern the nature of reputations. 

The understanding of personal reputations can improve by analyzing the threats it 

faces. Both reputation and the threats that it faces, are two sides of the same coin. 

Character Assassination and Reputation Politics (CARP) Lab is advancing significant 

research; the lab will find this research valuable to its mission.  

The literature review and interviews validated the factors measured on the scale, 

and the data analysis supported the validity and reliability of the scale. However, the 

scale can be reevaluated for different types of PFs, such as pop icons. More work is 

needed to reduce the number of scale items to those that provide the most reliable data 

asking the least number of questions. 

Future researchers may test the original scale to test PFs from different 

backgrounds. The results showed that parasocial relationships (PSR) with PFs did not 

increase at the same rate as other dimensions of a PF’s reputation, indicating that the 

public holds PFs to higher standards as they evaluate them more favorably. It will be 

interesting to see this dimension play out in other types of PFs. It may be true that unlike 

this survey results, PSR has a different effect on the personal reputations of pop culture 

celebrities and non-public figures.  

Although the survey results may seem to be intuitive to communication 

researchers; however, the more nuanced explanation of the communicative dimension 

(SE, agency, Plgt, and PSR) of reputations in different social contexts will advance and 

validate the theoretical conceptualization of personal reputations. In particular, the 
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dimensions of PSR and agency leave much to future researchers. These findings invite 

more questions, such as, how does a favorably perceived PF maintain their reputations to 

continue to nourish PSR with their supporters?   

The role that agency of a PF plays during a reputation crisis should be emphasized 

in future research. By drawing attention to agency of a PF in a reputation crisis, public 

can be more cognizant of whether or not a PF may be held responsible for the negative 

consequences of their behavior. Many social science fields will benefit from emphasizing 

more research on concept of agency. For example, developing health related messages 

that address agency of a patient with chronic diseases such as mental illness will be 

helpful in reducing stigma that the mentally ill face. Additionally, information concerning 

personal reputation management can potentially improve the experience of many PFs in 

the future.  

The goal of all future research should be to ultimately expand the understanding 

of personal reputations to extrapolate meaningful lessons on a micro level and macro 

level. Some of these inquiries include how non-public figures can better manage their 

personal reputations and how country representatives such as ambassadors should 

manage their personal reputations in a culturally diverse population. 
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Chapter Nine  
 

Conclusion 

What started as a rhetorical question in my mind several years ago turned into this 

dissertation research topic, "why are some individuals' reputations resilient to reputational 

damage despite their bad behavior?" As my curiosity grew, it became clear that personal 

reputations are made and preserved in public and provide a social commentary on the 

social structures in which they exist. More significantly, reputations are important to non-

public figures just as much as PFs. Despite that, little attention is given to learning about 

personal reputations in the communication field.  

Neglect of research in personal reputations in social media dominated 

environment underestimates the role of social media in the public sphere. Social media 

has made all people’s reputation vulnerable to undesirable commentary from those who 

can easily hide behind the veil mediated platforms. The prevalence of social media 

portfolios in most people's lives, public figures or not, further warrants keen attention to 

the necessity of this line of research understanding.  

Finding adequate literature to start the study was problematic. The bulk of the 

literature regarding reputations is found in corporate reputations, which come from 

diverse sectors such as marketing, business, economics, and finance, which inevitably 

allows multiple ways of theorizing and conceptualizing reputations.  
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Empirical observations became important to begin understanding reputations, as 

empirical observations accompanied such literature review. This led to finding four 

characteristics of personal reputations: (1) publics cocreate reputations of PFs in their 

social networks; (2) reputations are enduring; (3) reputations are binary, people have 

simultaneously good and bad reputations; and, (4) adversaries' reputations reinforce each 

other's reputations.  

The primary research took place as a sequential multi-method approach, 

quantitative research that led into a quantitative study. The focus was maintained on 

political public figures' (PF) personal reputations to narrow the research. The ultimate 

purpose of this study is to conceptualize personal reputations, measure them, and 

highlight the role of public and social media in forming reputations.  

To this end, two theories provided the theoretical underpinning on which this 

study rests: Attribution Theory (AT) and Social Exchange Theory (SET). AT suggested 

that individuals act as naïve psychologists and exhort cognitive effort to attribute causes 

to positive and negative events. SET explained the transactional currency that people use 

in relationships. These theories informed the study in two important ways. First, by 

helping understand the ways in which the public makes judgments about PFs. Secondly, 

the theories helped understand the public's motivations in maintaining non-reciprocal 

relationships when the PFs face reputation threats.  

At this stage of the research, three dimensions of personal reputations were 

identified: (1) social evaluation (SE); (2) agency; and (3) the public's parasocial 

relationships (PSR) with PFs. In the first part of the research, the in-depth interviews 
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aided in recognizing two more dimensions, legitimacy and privilege, which were added 

to the scale items. 

The research took the grounded research approach to discover the experts' 

understanding of personal reputations, in other words, what is known and what is 

unknown about reputations. For this purpose, 19 elite interviews were conducted. The 

elite participants were categorized as individuals who satisfy a combination of three 

criteria: (1) they were professionals or academics with experience in personal reputation 

management or reputation attacks, or they were public figures (PF) who manage their 

reputations; (2) they were prominent in their respective fields of study or professions; and 

(3) they were highly educated.  

The interviews contributed to increasing the knowledge about personal 

reputations, especially PFs in the public eye. First, the participants confirmed the primary 

assertion with which the research began that reputations are formed within and through 

the public who are of two types, decidedly supporters/non-supporter and the ambivalent 

public who serve as the primary audience. The interviews provided evidence of six types 

of attack strategies that the attackers use on their targets. These strategies are: (1) 

Delegitimizing; (2) Baiting; (3) Puppeteering; (4) Serengeti Attacks; (5) Symbolic 

Attacks; and (6) Trojan-horsing. Also, the interviews indicated six elements of a personal 

reputation that makes them resilient: (1) social contract; (2) melodrama; (3) perceived 

fame and infamy (4) privilege; (5) resonance; and (6) public memory.  

The interviews aided scale development by identifying two critical dimensions of 

personal reputations: (1) perceived legitimacy and (2) privilege of the target. Finally, the 



174 
 

interviews called attention to a fascinating cultural phenomenon that makes personal 

reputations complex, the culturally unique responses to apologies in personal reputation 

management.   

The quantitative research included testing a scale to measure reputations based on 

the dimensions of personal reputations identified through literature review, theory, and 

qualitative data. A quantitative survey was distributed to gather data (N = 971). Factor 

analysis distilled scale items to those with high reliability for all subscales, revealing a 

high correlation with a PFs personal reputations. Simple regression and then hierarchical 

regression were conducted to determine the variance in the reported reputation of a PF 

that could be predicted by variance in PLgt, SE, PSR, and agency. A hierarchical 

regression analysis indicated that 79% of the variance in the reputation could be predicted 

by variance in the four independent variables, F (4, 866) = 819.43, p < .000. Analysis of 

regression coefficient indicated that social evaluation (SE) predicted the greatest variance 

in the reported reputation score of a PF [β = .70, t = 15.61, p <.001], followed by 

perceived agency of a PF [β = .18, t = 7.88, p < .001], followed by perceived legitimacy 

of a PF [β = .08, t = 2.068, p < .05]. 

The quantitative data revealed that participants shared 70% of their views about 

PFs with the perceived views of their social networks. Although computational science 

provides overwhelming evidence that individuals tend to stay within social networks of 

those who hold similar attitudes such as political or religious beliefs; this study increases 

the value of this knowledge by uncovering that sharing networks, in fact, indicated shared 

perceived beliefs. This led to the discussion about network influence (NI), a phenomenon 
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that explains how individuals in social networks influence each other's opinions. The NI 

provides depth to understanding the public's role in forming and maintaining others' 

personal reputations and the significant moments that may change the reputations of PFs 

over time. This knowledge will have implications beyond the scope of personal 

reputations. 

Thus, the research helped conceptualize personal reputations as the relevant 

public's collective opinions gathered through their socially constructed beliefs about the 

PFs' (SE), perceived responsibility or ability to control the situation in a reputation crisis 

(agency), the rightfulness of the position in which a PF may claim some clout over others 

(legitimacy), and the intensity of attachment with the PF (PSR). 

This research provides recommendations based on the participants' remarkable 

insights from the rich data gathered in the interviews, which has led to valuable 

recommendations for personal reputation managers and PFs. Among these 

recommendations is advice for the practitioners to control the longevity of the reputation 

crisis, avoid shocking the public with behavior that they may find unanticipated, and 

maintain favorable reputations by highlighting what already pays into their reputations.  

The research concluded with acknowledgment of the research limitations and the 

need for expanding future research. Adding dimensionality to reputations by including 

PLgt, SE (self-reports and other-reports), PSR, and agency allows for a nuanced 

understanding of personal reputations. The scale, despite its limitations, is a valuable tool, 

which will benefit both researchers and practitioners of personal reputation management. 
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The research opens doors for an understudied area of strategic communication – 

personal reputations. This was the first known attempt to develop a scale to 

operationalize and measure personal reputations in a non-corporate context. This study's 

overarching goal is to demonstrate the need for further exploration in personal reputations 

as a precursor to its better management for both public figures and nonpublic figures. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 
 

Interview Protocol and Questions 
Thank you for agreeing to interview with me. For the research, you will remain 
anonymous, and your responses will be kept confidential. With your permission, this 
interview will be recorded for the purposes of transcribing and analyzing the 
data for use in my dissertation. You are not obligated to answer any questions that you 
wish not to answer and feel free to stop the interview at any time for any reason. 
 
To begin, I would like to share with you what I hope to learn from my research. You are 
invited to participate in this research because I believe I can learn from your experience 
as someone who regularly has to manage their reputation in the public eye or as a scholar 
or someone who regularly consults about reputation management for their clients. The 
overarching question that I want to explore is why some individuals face less reputational 
damage when than others when reputational crises happen.  
 
If you are ready, let me begin recording our meeting.  
 
1. Please tell me about your experience with personal reputation threats/management?  
2. What was your role during the reputation management operation? 
3. What determines whether an attack has been successful or unsuccessful?  
a. What role does the attacker play? 
b. What role does the attack play? 
c. What about the target?  
4. Anecdotally, it feels like some individuals are more immune than others to reputation 
threats? Do you agree? If so, why is this? If not, why not?  
5. What role does the public play in building up someone's reputation? What about 
maintaining or defending someone's reputation? What about tearing it down?   
6. What is a good way to manage public reaction to or public perceptions of your/your 
clients' behavior? How important is social media in this attempt?  
7. Do other people's perceptions during or after a reputation crisis hurt one's self-image? 
In other words, does one's reputation also affect their self-image?  
8. What lessons do you have for reputation management practitioners?  
9. What aspect of personal reputations should researchers focus on? 
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Appendix B  
Survey Questions 
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Block: Demographic  
 
Q1.1 How old are you? 
 
Q1.2 How do you report your gender? 
Male   
Female   
Non-binary   
I prefer not to say   
Q1.3 Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin? 
Yes   
No  
Q1.4 How would you describe your race? Please select all that apply. 
White   
Black or African American   
American Indian or Alaska Native   
Asian   
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander   
Other ___________________________ 
Q1.5 What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? 
Less than a high school diploma   
High school degree or equivalent (e.g. GED)   
Some college, no degree   
Associate degree (e.g. AA, AS)   
Bachelor's degree (e.g. BA, BS)   
Master's degree (e.g. MA, MS, MEd)   
Doctorate or professional degree (e.g. MD, DDS, PhD)  
Q1.6 What is your country of residence?   
United States   
Other  _____________________________________________ 
   Q1.7 How do you identify your political leaning?   
Liberal  
Conservative  
Independent   
Something else  
Q1.8 Generally speaking, you identify with which political party?  
Democrat  
Republican  
Independent  
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Does not apply   
Q1.9 How strongly do you identify with this party? 

 1 (5) 2 (4) 3 (3) 4 (2) 5 (1)  

Very 
strongly      Very 

weakly 
Q1.10 Do you have access to the Internet or Wi-Fi most of the day?  
No   
Sometimes   
Most of the times  
Yes   
 
Block: Social Media Use  
 
Q2.1 How many social media sites do you have accounts with? 
0-2. -------- 1 
3-5 --------- 2 
6-7 ----------3 
8 or more ---4 
Q2.2 Which social media sites do you use to access news and communicate with friends 
and family most frequently? Arrange in order of preference. 
Facebook -------- 1 
Twitter -------- 1  
Instagram -------- 1 
Snapchat -------- 1 
WhattsApp -------- 1 
Tik Tok -------- 1 
Other-------- 1 
Q2.3 How much time do you spend on social media per week? An estimate is fine. 
0-60 minutes per week -------- 1 
1-3 hours per week -------- 2 
3-6 hours per week -------- 3 
6-9 hours per week -------- 4 
9 or more hours per week -------- 5 
Q2.4 How often do you post news articles on social media? An estimate is fine. 
0 times per week -------- 0 
1-3 times per week -------- 1 
4-6 times per week -------- 2 
7-10 times per week -------- 3 
More than 10 times per week -------- 4 
Q2.5 How frequently do you come across news posts shared by your family and friends 
about public figures such as politicians, celebrities, or experts? An estimate is fine.   
0 times per week -------- 0 
1-3 times per week -------- 1 
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4-6 times per week -------- 2 
7-10 times per week -------- 3 
More than 10 times per week -------- 4 
Q2.6 How frequently do you read social media posts about public figures such as 
politicians, celebrities, and experts on social media? An estimate is fine. 
0 times per week -------- 0 
1-5 times per week -------- 1 
6-10 times per week -------- 2 
11-20 times per week -------- 3 
More than 20 times per week -------- 4 
Q2.7 How often do you repost news articles about public figures on social media? An 
estimate is fine. 
0 times per week -------- 0 
1-5 times per week -------- 1   
6-10 times per week -------- 2 
11-20 times per week -------- 3 
More than 20 times per week -------- 4 
Q2.8 How often do you repost social media posts about public figures such as politicians, 
celebrities, and experts on social media? An estimate is fine. 
0 times per week -------- 0 
1-5 times per week -------- 1   
6-10 times per week -------- 2   
11-20 times per week -------- 3 
More than 20 times per week -------- 4 
Q2.9 Approximately how many public figures do you follow through all your social 
media accounts? An estimate is fine. 
None   
1-5 -------- 0 
6-10 -------- 0 
10-15 -------- 0 
Too many to count -------- 0 
Q2.10 To what degree do you agree with the following statement:   My family or friends' 
social media posts have changed my perceptions about well-known people who often 
appear in the media.  

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

 
Start of Block: Stimuli 
 
Q3.1 In this section, you will select one public figure from the following news article to 
answer the survey questions.   
   1. Donald Trump’s tweet in response to the protests over the murder of George Floyd  
The History Behind 'When The Looting Starts, The Shooting 
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Starts'   (https://www.npr.org/2020/05/29/864818368/the-history-behind-when-the-
looting-starts-the-shooting-starts?t=1590859856570)     “President Trump told reporters 
Friday evening that he didn't know the racially charged history behind the phrase "when 
the looting starts, the shooting starts." Trump tweeted the phrase Friday morning in 
reference to the clashes between protesters and police in Minneapolis following George 
Floyd's death. It dates back to the civil rights era and is known to have been invoked by a 
white police chief cracking down on protests and a segregationist politician,” (Sprunt, 
2020, para. 1).      
 2. Former President Barak Obama's Zoom town hall speech in response to the protests 
over the murder of George Floyd  In a Tumultuous Moment, Barack Obama Chooses 
Reflection   (https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/in-a-tumultuous-moment-
barack-obama-chooses-reflection)    “There are many modes of President Barack Obama, 
and the one that appeared, on Wednesday, in a Zoom town hall was calm, reflective, 
optimistic about policy, attuned to injustice, and certain, to his bones, that the current 
situation was not a complete disaster—or at least not an irredeemable one. “I’ve heard 
some people say, ‘You have a pandemic, then you have these protests, this reminds me of 
the sixties, and the chaos, the discord and distrust across the country,’ ” he said, pausing 
between some of his words to allow viewers to take in his Zoom look—casual, open-
collared shirt, with the lighting falling more on an unevenly filled bookcase than on him. 
“I know enough about that history to say there is something different.” There is, he said, 
a “broad coalition” that didn’t exist in the sixties, and, even with reports of the violence 
of a “tiny minority,” polls show that a majority think that the protests are justified. 
“That’s not the consequence of speeches by politicians, or the result of spotlights in news 
articles,” Obama said. “That’s a direct result of the activities and organization and 
mobilization and engagement of so many young people across the country who put 
themselves out on the line to make a difference. So I just have to say thank you to them.” 
In short: You’re not alone, and what you do has meaning and value, as you do, and it is 
part of a larger picture of American progress, as you are. Don’t panic, and don’t despair,” 
(Davison-Sorkin, 2020, para1).     
Q3.2 Please identify the person you like to discuss in the following questions. 
Donald Trump   
Barack Obama   
Q3.3 Do you agree with the way this person is portrayed in the story?   
Yes   
No   
Q3.4 The decisions that he makes in his official capacity affect or has affected me 
directly or indirectly.   
Yes   
No    
Block: Perceived Legitimacy 
 
Q4.1 Please select the most appropriate responses about this person.   

Completely Agree (4) Neither Agree Disagree (2) Completely 
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Agree (5) nor Disagree (3) Disagree (1) 

Generally speaking, I consider him to:   
Benefits the lives of other people  
Behave in a manner that is intended to benefit others  
Those who deal with him find value in their interactions with him  
Compared to individuals in a similar position, this person is more dynamic or vibrant  
I expect him to be vital in dealing with unexpected events such as natural disasters or 
catastrophes  
Those who deal with him find value in their interactions with him  
Compared to individuals in a similar position, this person is more dynamic or vibrant 
I expect him to be vital in dealing with unexpected events such as natural disasters or 
catastrophes 
General public approves of this person’s behavior  
Behave morally  
Promote common good through their behavior  
Be concerned with behaving as anyone else would in their position  
Behave appropriately to their position  
The world would be a better place if others behaved in the same manner as this person  
Contribute to the well-being of others  
Provide an essential function in the society 
Behave in the way typical of others in his position 
It is difficult to imagine a world in which he did not exist  
 
Start of Block: Social Evaluation 
 
Q5.1 Please select the most appropriate responses about this person.   

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

Generally speaking, I consider him to:   
Be a good person  
* Have a good reputation4  
Have an influential position  
Be very well-connected  
Be very competent 
Be a very bad person  
Be a very smart person  
Be well-qualified and an expert  
Be well-informed  
Be intelligent  
Be rational being  
experienced  

 
4 Not part of the scale items.  
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Be positive 
Be persuasive  
Be warm  
Be valuable  
Be pleasant 
believable 
Be favorable 
Be wise  
Be truthful 
Be personable  
Be humble  
Be sincere  
Be honest  
Be a rational person  
Be receptive of others  
Be friendly  
Be charming  
Be attractive looking  
Be attractive looking  
Be trustworthy  
Q5.2 Please select the most appropriate responses about this person.   

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

Generally speaking, those who are close to me consider him to:   
Be a very good person  
*Have a very good reputation5  
Have a very influential position  
Be very well-connected  
Be very competent 
Be a very bad person  
Be a very smart person  
Be well-qualified and an expert  
Be well-informed  
Be intelligent  
Be rational being  
experienced  
Be positive 
Be persuasive  
Be warm  
Be valuable  
Be pleasant 

 
5 Not part of the scale items.  
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believable 
Be favorable 
Be wise  
Be truthful 
Be personable  
Be humble  
Be sincere  
Be honest  
Be a rational person 
Be receptive of others  
Be friendly  
Be charming  
Be attractive looking 
Be attractive looking  
Be trustworthy  
 
Q5.3 1 Please select the most appropriate responses about this person. 
  Generally speaking, I consider him to belong to a high status based on his:   

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

Gender  
Sex 
Race  
Education  
Religion  
Political Affiliation  
Wealth   
Q5.4 1 Please select the most appropriate responses about this person. 
  Generally speaking, most people I know consider him to belong to a high status based 
on his:  

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

Gender  
Sex 
Race  
Education  
Religion  
Political Affiliation  
Wealth   
 
Q5.5 To what degree do you agree with the following statements about this person? 
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Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

He would find me likable if we met socially. 
He would find me trustworthy if we met socially. 
He would find me smart and intelligent if we met socially. 
We would become friends if we met socially.  
 
Start of Block: Agency Related 
 
The following questions are recorded on the following scale.  

Completely 
Agree (5) Agree (4) Neither Agree 

nor Disagree (3) Disagree (2) Completely 
Disagree (1) 

 
Q6.1 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person is responsible for the consequences of his actions.  
Q6.2 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person had complete freedom over his actions. 
 Q6.3 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person's actions were avoidable.   
Q6.4 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person had known the potential consequences of his behavior.    
Q6.5 In this situation, I and those close to me believe this person understands the 
consequences of his actions.    
Q6.6 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person that the consequences of his actions are as he had hoped and 
expected.  
Q6.7 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person tried to be discrete about his behavior.    
Q6.8 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person tried to cover up the negative outcomes of his behavior.    
Q6.9 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me believe 
that if circumstances were different, this person would have acted differently.  
Q6.10 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me believe 
that anyone else in this person's place would have acted similarly.    
Q6.11 In the incident described in the news story earlier, this person's actions are driven 
by his morals and values.  
Q6.12 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me believe 
that this person's behavior would have had a different outcome in a different situation.     
Q6.13 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me find this 
person's current behavior expected. 
Q6.14 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me believe 
that this person behaves in this manner regularly.   
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Q6.15 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person's behavior was consistent with his past behavior. 
Q6.16 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person's behavior would have been better received in a different culture.  
Q6.17 In the incident described in the news story earlier, I and those close to me 
believe this person's behavior would have been received differently if performed by a 
person of different social status based on sex, gender, race, religion or political affiliation, 
wealth, and education.  
 
Block: Text Questions 
Q7.1 Have your perceptions of this person changed since you learned about the incident 
in the news story described earlier? Explain why or why not.     
Q7.2 Are there other facts or details that may have influenced your opinion about this 
person?  
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Appendix C  
Recruitment Flyer for Qualitative Data 

Reputation Threats and Reputation Management: 
Addressing the Two Sides of the Same Coin Through 

Public Perceptions 
 
I am a doctoral candidate at the Department of Communication at George 
Mason University and invite you to participate in a research study in 
reputation management. The purpose of the quantitative study is to 
examine individuals’ perceptions of their own reputations and 
management of reputations when they are threatened. I am looking for 
individuals who may have experienced reputation threats, who have 
engaged in threatening others’ reputations or who have academic 
background in reputation management. Participants must be age 18 or 
older.  
 
Your participation will involve an in-person or a phone interview with the 
researcher. It should take you between 30-70 minutes. There are no 
anticipated risks for you to participate in the study. If you would like 
additional information, please feel free to contact the principal investigator 
Dr. Gary Kreps (gkreps@gmu.edu) or Farah Latif (flatif@gmu.edu) by email 
or by phone at 703-973-1679. Thank you for your consideration.  
 

For more information about this study, or to volunteer for 
this study, please contact: 

Farah Latif: flatif@gmu.edu; 703-973-1679 
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Department of Communication, George Mason University  
IRB NO. 1522039-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



190 
 

Appendix D  
Participant’s Introduction 

Participant 1 is human rights attorney who work closely in low-income 
communities to advocate for education and healthcare. He is also a state politician 
running a campaign for the 2020 general elections. He has been viciously attacked by his 
opponent both personally and professionally.  

Participant 2 is a professional who has faced backlash from her former place of 
employment and in the media for accusing her manager of sexual harassment. She and 
her accused were both fired from their workplace; the media portrayed her negatively for 
speaking out and for questioning the credibility of a family man. 

Participant 3 is a scientist and a research faculty at a mid-Atlantic university. He 
regularly faces reputation attacks due to the nature of his research in climate change 
science.    

Participant 4 is a United States Navy Reserves Officer who is also the Public 
Relations Director for a mid-sized mid-western public university. He also holds a PhD 
degree and teaches at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, MD. He has served in the 
Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan where he was assigned to advise and train 
the Afghan National Civil Order police.  

Participant 5 is a retired CEO and president of a prominent international public 
relations corporation for 10 years and now runs a PR consultancy firm. He has served as 
an adjunct faculty at a prominent north-eastern university. He is an author and has 
published several books among them two are on the topic of reputation management. He 
has served as a combat helicopter pilot in the Vietnam War.  

Participant 6 is a scholar and an author of a prominent book in political reputation 
management. He has served as a political advisor for prominent politicians in Germany 
and England. He has both corporate and personal reputation experience. He also teaches 
at a prominent university in the United Kingdom.  

Participant 7 is a professor and scholar of the Roman Republic and focuses his 
research on personal reputations and character attacks of prominent historical figures. 

Participant 8 was formerly an investigative journalist focusing on Chinese 
Athletes. Her expertise is in documenting shifts in the reputations of the athletes and the 
political, personal, and other factors that may contribute to the shifts in reputations. She 
has served as an expert witness at a federal court in a high-profile defamation case. She is 
a published author and documented her reputation management experience academic 
journals. She now teaches public relations and journalism courses at a mid-size west 
coast university. 
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Participant 9 is an international human rights lawyer who faces frequent character 
attacks from international state agents. She also frequently attacks public officials and 
monarchs in her various writings and interviews.   

Participant 10 is a public relations and reputation management practitioner in 
Washington D.C. He has more than 20 years of experience working on political 
campaigns. He has served as a political appointee during the Clinton administration and 
worked as a lobbyist on the Hill who promoted large multinational corporations. He 
regularly advices politicians on image management and reputation management. In 2019, 
he advised on a national-level high-profile political scandal.    

Participant 11 is an associate professor at a north-eastern university and her 
research focuses on the advocacy and health concerns of sex-workers. She receives 
frequent character attacks for her research as well as her blogs where she shares her 
personal experiences with online dating apps.  

Participant 12 is a former university professor and an administrator at a large 
southern university where she holds critical PR positions for the university and the 
university president. 

Participant 13 is a professor of crises communication at a large west coast 
university and has served as a PR director of an independent agency of the executive 
branch of the United States federal government.   

Participant 14 is professor at a large south-western university and a prominent 
researcher in the fields of public relations and corporate reputation.  

Participant 15 is professor at a prominent university in the United Kingdom and 
an author of several Winston Churchill biographies.  

Participant 16 is a professor of political phycology at a large mid-Atlantic 
university and an active researcher of character assassination attacks.  

Participant 17 is an assistant professor at a mid-size southern university and 
focuses his research on reputations of athletes.  

Participant 18 is Canadian minister elected to represent the riding of Ottawa 
Centre in the House of Commons of Canada. She has suffered severe personal attacks in 
the media and on social media for her political stances and particularly for her work in 
climate change policies.  

Participant 19 is a professor and researcher of climate change policy and 
advocacy at a south-western university. She regularly suffers personal and reputational 
attacks in the media and social media.  
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Appendix E  
Recruitment Flyer for Quantitative Data 

Research Study on Personal Reputation Management  
 
I am a doctoral candidate at the Department of Communication at George 
Mason University and invite you to participate in a research study in 
reputation management. The purpose of the quantitative study is to 
examine public perceptions of celebrity reputations and the way 
reputations may be measured. I am looking for individuals age 18 or older 
who are willing to share their opinions on one of several celebrity scandals. 
Your participation will involve filling out an on-line survey questionnaire.  It 
should take you between 15-20 minutes to do so.  
 
There are no anticipated risks for you to participate in the study. If you 
would like additional information, please feel free to contact the principal 
investigator Dr. Gary Kreps (gkreps@gmu.edu) or Farah Latif 
(flatif@gmu.edu) by email or by phone at 703-973-1679. Thank you for 
your consideration.  
 

If you are interested in the participating, please click on the 
link below. 

For more information about this study, or to volunteer for 
this study, please contact: 

Farah Latif: flatif@gmu.edu; 703-973-1679 
Department of Communication, George Mason University  

IRB NO. 1522039-1 
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Appendix F  
Recruitment Flyer for the Basic Course 

Research Study on Personal Reputation Management  
 
I am a doctoral candidate at the Department of Communication at George Mason University and invite you to participate in a 
research study in reputation management. The purpose of the quantitative study is to examine public perceptions of celebrity 
reputations and the way reputations may be measured. I am looking for individuals age 18 or older who are willing to share their 
opinions on one of several celebrity scandals. Your participation will involve filling out an on-line survey questionnaire.  It should take 
you between 15-20 minutes to do so.  
 
All students enrolled in COMM 100 and COMM 101 are given several assignment 
options for earning the "research credit" in their classes.  These assignments are 
intended to either help students build communication skills, learn how to analyze 
others' communication, or learn about the communication research process.  Each 
semester, students are given a variety of options for earning these points.  Examples 
of these opportunities for earning points include participating in a communication 
research study, attending a presentation and writing a one paragraph summary of 
the presentation as evidence of their attendance, or participating in a variety of 
other communication skills-building campus activities (such as speaking in a 
Toastmaster's meeting, visiting the Speech Lab, attending a campus guest lecture 
and writing a one paragraph summary, attending the forensics team’s Tea with 
Stars, etc.).  This research study would be one of several options that students will 
be given to earn these points in their class. 
 
There are no anticipated risks for you to participate in the study. If you 
would like additional information, please feel free to contact the principal 
investigator Dr. Gary Kreps (gkreps@gmu.edu) or Farah Latif 
(flatif@gmu.edu) by email or by phone at 703-973-1679. Thank you for 
your consideration.  
If you are interested in the participating, please click on the link below. 

Link 

For more information about this study, or to volunteer for this study, please contact: 
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Farah Latif: flatif@gmu.edu; 703-973-1679 
Department of Communication, George Mason University  

IRB NO. 1522039-1 
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Appendix G  
The Consent Form for Qualitative Research 

 
IRB no. 1522039-1)- Consent Form 

Reputation Threats and Reputation Management 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
The purpose of the study is to understand how reputations of individuals are managed.   
 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked for a 30 to 75-minute interview.   
RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
BENEFITS 
There are no benefits to you as a participant in the study.  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
The data in this study will remain confidential. If you agree to participate, you will be 
assigned a case number. This case number, rather than your name, will be used to identify 
your voice on the audio recording in our notes and transcript of the interview. For record 
keeping, we will also create an identification key that lists the names and emails of each 
participant in each of the groups. You case number will not appear on this key, so there 
will be no way to link your statements in group to your true identity. The audio 
recordings of our discussions will be deleted as soon as they are transcribed, and these 
transcripts will only contain case-numbers, not names. The identification key will be 
deleted from all devices once the final report is written. In the final report, you will be 
identified not by name, but by your assigned case number. You may be contacted later 
for some clarifying questions to maintain the integrity of your comments and views.  
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you 
or any other party. You must be over 18 years of age to participate. 
CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Farah Latif, doctoral candidate in the Department of 
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Communication at George Mason University. Ms. Latif may be reached at 703-973-1679 
and flatif@gmu.edu for questions or to report a research-related problem. The faculty 
advisor is Dr. Gary Kreps who may be reached at gkreps@gmu.edu or 703 993-1094.  
You may contact the George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance 
at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant 
in the research. 
You may contact the George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance 
at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant 
in the research. 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 
governing your participation in this research.  
AUDIO RECORDING 
With your permission, your discussion in the interview will be recorded on a digital audio 
recorder. Your name will not be used to identify you in the transcripts we make of these 
recordings (instead a case number will be used). As noted above, the recordings will be 
kept on researchers’ laptops and on a secured location in the principal investigator’s 
desktop computer in their GMU office until they are transcribed. After the recordings are 
transcribed, they will be deleted.  
 
 _______ I agree to audio recording. 

 _______ I do not agree to audio recording 
CONSENT 
I have read this form, all my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 
agree to participate in this study. 
 
_______________________ 
Name 
 
_______________________ 
Date of Signature  
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Appendix H  
Consent Form for Quantitative Research 

 
IRB No. 1522039-1- Consent Form 

Reputation Threats and Reputation Management: Addressing the Two Sides of the 
Same Coin Through Public Perceptions 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
The purpose of the study is to understand how reputations of individuals are formed in 
public perception.   
RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
BENEFITS 
There are no benefits to you as a participant in the study.  
For COMM 100/101 students: all students enrolled in COMM 100 and COMM 101 are 
given several assignment options for earning the "research credit" in their classes.  These 
assignments are intended to either help students build communication skills, learn how to 
analyze others' communication, or learn about the communication research process.  Each 
semester, students are given a variety of options for earning these points.  Examples of 
these opportunities for earning points include participating in a communication research 
study, attending a presentation and writing a one paragraph summary of the presentation 
as evidence of their attendance, or participating in a variety of other communication 
skills-building campus activities (such as speaking in a Toastmaster's meeting, visiting 
the Speech Lab, attending a campus guest lecture and writing a one paragraph summary, 
attending the forensics team’s Tea with Stars, etc.). In short, this research study is one of 
several options that you can select to earn these points in your class. You are not required 
to select this study as your option for this assignment. 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you 
or any other party. You must be over 18 years of age to participate. 
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CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Farah Latif, doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Communication at George Mason University. Ms. Latif may be reached at 703-973-1679 
and flatif@gmu.edu for questions or to report a research-related problem. The faculty 
advisor is Dr. Gary Kreps who may be reached at gkreps@gmu.edu or 703 993-1094.  
You may contact the George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance 
at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant 
in the research. 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 
governing your participation in this research.  
CONSENT 
I have read this form, all my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 
agree to participate in this study. 
 
_______________________ 
Name 
 
_______________________ 
Date  
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