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Abstract

Organizational public value and organizational reputation are different concepts stemming from independent research tradi-

tions. Nevertheless, the constructs share several similarities, which make a systematic comparison and investigation of their 

relationship a promising and necessary endeavor. In this paper, we compare the two constructs along seven dimensions, 

with special attention to the micro-level of individual psychology. Several similarities regarding strategic relevance, locus 

of control, measurement unit, process dynamics, and axiological nature exist. As we will see, the constructs differ signifi-

cantly with respect to the basis of evaluation and their dominant logic. We draw on a recent micro-foundation of public 

value to elaborate on these differences and develop propositions about how the constructs are related. Public value applies 

a holistic basis of evaluation covering all basic values and collective frames of reference, while reputation is more adaptive. 

Moreover, public value follows a logic of contribution (to a collective), while reputation follows a logic of recognition (by a 

collective). The two constructs should not be taken as similar or used interchangeably. However, both fields can benefit from 

a joint theoretical basis and micro-foundation, as well as from connected research programs. Practitioners should consider 

both constructs in connection.
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But the matter [the Volkswagen 

diesel emission scandal] is not 

just about jobs, market share 

or corporate and bureaucratic 

reputations. The scandal captures 

Germany at a moment when it has 

been trying to hold on to values it 

always saw as defining, but that 

have become increasingly difficult 

to maintain as it becomes drawn 

into the messy problems of Europe 

and the world.

-The New York Times, September 
23, 2015.

Introduction

The above quote from a New York Times article discusses the 

consequences of the Volkswagen diesel emission scandal for 

Germany. It indicates that part of the damage done by the 

scandal relates to values in society that are touched, shaken, 

and perhaps even destroyed. The article is aptly titled: A Car 

Scandal Shoves Berlin Off High Ground. It makes clear that 

the scandal touches a sensitive spot, because at stake here 

are public values such as efficiency, rectitude, and ecology 

which Germans see as self-defining, even worthy of advo-

cating to others, and of which they are proud. The article is 

revealing as it focuses not only on the damage to the firm’s 
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or the country’s reputation, as many other comments did, 

but also articulates consequences for the German society 

as a whole, which include a weakening of those public val-

ues which are part of peoples’ experience and perception of 

reality. In this sense, the article points to a construct which 

holistically describes how VW is valuable for Germany, 

from people’s own subjective perspective, different from its 

reputation: It refers to VW’s public value.

The public value construct, which is originally rooted in 

public administration research (Moore 1995) has recently 

been expanded to become applicable to any (public and pri-

vate) context (Meynhardt 2009, 2015; Meynhardt and Fröh-

lich 2019). It aims to holistically describe the value of an 

organization for a social collective and has also been referred 

to as an organization’s contribution to the common good 

(Meynhardt 2016). Especially in light of the latter defini-

tion, differences between public value and reputation seem 

intuitively clear: One would hardly equate an organization’s 

contribution to the common good with its reputation. In view 

of these definitional differences, the compelling example 

above, and the long independent research traditions of the 

two constructs, one may easily conclude that reputation and 

public value are fundamentally different constructs.

Nevertheless, when examining recent conceptual works on 

public value and reputation more closely (Meynhardt 2009, 

2015; Meynhardt and Fröhlich 2019; Walker 2010), it appears 

that the constructs have more in common than one would 

expect at first sight. Public value is described as the result 

of shared “evaluations” (Meynhardt 2009, p. 200), while 

reputation refers to “aggregate perceptions” (Walker 2010, 

p. 370) of an organization. Public value results from evalu-

ations against a “basis of evaluation” (Meynhardt 2009, p. 

200), while reputation is the result of a comparison “against 

some standard” (Walker 2010, p. 370). The “Public” in Public 

Value, refers to “any group” of humans, be it inside or outside 

an organization (Meynhardt and Fröhlich 2019), while reputa-

tion similarly can involve all “internal and external stakehold-

ers” (Walker 2010, p. 367). Obviously, as one would expect, 

both research streams use different vocabulary. However, it is 

striking that these words seem to refer to similar underlying 

concepts and processes. If so, what are the exact differences 

of the two constructs and how are they related?

We believe that only a systematic comparison of repu-

tation and public value can shed light on the similarities, 

differences, and relationships of the two constructs. There 

seems to exist an interesting research gap that is highly rel-

evant for theory building in both fields, as to our knowl-

edge, there has been no such connection of these adjacent 

research streams so far. The most immediate benefit of 

such a comparison would be a contribution to sharpening 

the terminology, definitions, and theoretical basis of both 

constructs. Both public value research (Bryson et al. 2014) 

and reputation research (Podnar and Golob 2017) are still 

struggling to find common ground in this regard and could 

need more clarity on the dimensionalities and dynamics of 

the constructs (Kraatz and Love 2006; Lange et al. 2011; 

Bryson et al. 2014).

Beyond that, given that both constructs are rooted in sub-

jective perceptions, a thorough comparison of public value 

and reputation would have to address the level of individual 

psychology. This could foster the development, advance-

ment, and application of micro-foundations of public value 

and reputation. We understand micro-foundations as ground-

ings of (traditionally macro-level) conceptions in individual 

(micro-level) psychology and behavior, which encompass 

how people interpret events, process information, derive 

meaning, and as such enact the macro-level. Such micro-

foundations have been widely called for in organizational, 

management, and strategy literature in general (Barney and 

Felin 2013) and in particular for concepts related to societal 

value creation (Aguinis and Glavas 2012).

Meynhardt (2009, 2015) and Meynhardt and Fröhlich 

(2019) developed and made use of a “micro-foundation of 

value” in their conceptual works, which helped to signifi-

cantly sharpen the definition of the public value construct, 

but also to expand research into individual-level and context-

independent applications of the concept. Given the simi-

larities of public value and reputation, we believe that this 

micro-foundation of value can be applied to the reputation 

construct as well and can help to define and compare public 

value and reputation more closely.

Beyond that, applying such a micro-foundation would 

root the reputation construct more strongly in individual 

psychology and complement institutional and organizational 

level research. The field of organizational reputation needs 

more work on the underlying cognitive processes. Reputa-

tion has been described as “affective evaluation” (Cable and 

Graham 2000, p. 929; Rhee and Valdez 2009, p. 146). How-

ever, reputation research still has to “get inside the heads of 

those whose perceptions determine reputation” (Barnett and 

Pollock 2012, p. 13). The public value literature has devel-

oped more explicit micro-foundations, which could prove 

suitable for the reputation construct as well.

Besides the contributions described above, new ways of 

research could unfold enabling the various fields to comple-

ment and benefit from each other. More holistic theories 

about the value and/or reputation of organizations can be 

developed, providing the basis for new hypotheses, research 

designs, and refined empirical methods with higher validity 

and construct clarity. Also, practitioners dealing with one 

or both constructs could gain much from clarity on their 

delineation and how they are related. This would facilitate 

the operationalization, assessment, and management of repu-

tation and public value.

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to analyze the con-

structs organizational reputation and organizational public 
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value for their similarities and differences and to propose 

pertinent aspects of their relationship, with special attention 

to the constructs’ micro-foundations. We start by provid-

ing an overview on both constructs, including the micro-

foundation of value underlying the public value construct, 

before systematically comparing public value and reputation 

along seven dimensions. We show that the constructs are 

similar regarding their strategic relevance, locus of control, 

axiological nature, measurement unit, and process dynamics. 

However, the constructs differ significantly with respect to 

the basis of evaluation and their dominant logic. Further, we 

illustrate the differences by a thought experiment related to 

the VW diesel scandal example at the beginning. Based on 

this, we come up with propositions that point to the relation-

ships between the two constructs. Finally, we discuss how 

research and practice should consider the similarities and 

differences in distinct, yet closely linked programs, and we 

give our conclusions.

Organizational Public Value 
and Organizational Reputation

Public Value

Public value research is an emerging field (Bryson et al. 

2014, 2015), which has its roots in the public management 

research domain (e.g., Moore 1995; Meynhardt 2009; Meyn-

hardt and Bartholomes 2011; Kearney and Meynhardt 2016; 

Meynhardt et al. 2017). Over the past decade, the concept 

has increasingly found its way into management literature 

of the private sector (e.g., Meynhardt 2015; Strathoff 2015; 

Meynhardt and Gomez 2016; Meynhardt et al. 2016; Meyn-

hardt 2019; Meynhardt and Bäro 2019; Meynhardt and Fröh-

lich 2019). Public value rankings are widely published, thus 

getting considerable media attention (https ://www.gemei 

nwohl .ch/en/atlas ; https ://www.gemei nwohl atlas .de/en/atlas 

), and a number of firms have conducted public value stud-

ies,1 e.g., Swiss insurance Mobiliar, German Stock Exchange 

operator Deutsche Börse AG (Meynhardt and von Müller 

2013), and the soccer club FC Bayern Munich  (Meynhardt 

et al. 2017).

The notion of public value provides a novel way of under-

standing the value organizations create for social collectives 

(Moore 1995; Meynhardt 2009, 2015). It builds on a per-

spective that every organization creates not only economic 

value, but also values in a number of other dimensions, by 

contributing to producing and reproducing social realities. 

The concept actually shifts the ground in terms of value cre-

ation by systematically reinforcing an outside-in perspective 

for assessing a firm’s value to society. Public value rests 

on Drucker’s idea that every organization, be it a firm, a 

public administration, or an NGO, influences how well 

society functions, and thus always performs a social func-

tion (Drucker 1992). Initially, in public sector management 

research, the concept was supposed to help public managers 

in their strategic decision-making (Moore 1995). Accord-

ing to Moore, father of the public value concept, “managers 

must satisfy some kinds of desires and operate in accord 

with some kinds of perceptions” (Moore 1995, p. 52). Thus, 

early on, Moore emphasized the relevance of need satisfac-

tion and perception for creating public value.

Consequently, one of the central advancements of pub-

lic value during the last decade has been a comprehensive 

psychological micro-foundation of the construct (Meynhardt 

2009, 2015; Meynhardt and Fröhlich 2019; Meynhardt and 

Bartholomes 2011). Based on an in-depth philosophical and 

psychological analysis of the concept, Meynhardt (2009, 

2015), and later Meynhardt and Fröhlich (2019), developed 

a theory of public value that would broaden the definition 

of the construct and open up new ways of theory building 

and empirical research (Meynhardt and Bartholomes 2011). 

The concept was soon adopted by practitioners and gained 

widespread attention in management in Europe.

The central underlying assumption of the micro-founda-

tion of public value is that, following a humanistic world 

view, humans are the final arbiters of value creation. One 

can thus speak of actual value creation only if it is the result 

of subjective evaluation by humans (Meynhardt and Fröh-

lich 2019). Organizations constantly interact with many 

people, be it their (internal or external) stakeholders, larger 

communities, or society; in public value theory all of these 

social collectives are referred to as “publics.” Given their 

widespread influence on these publics, organizations are 

constantly evaluated with respect to their impact on them, 

by the individuals constituting the publics. The outcome of 

such evaluation is the public value of the organization. In 

other words, organizations create public value as they shape 

and co-create individuals’ experience of their social contexts 

and realities. In its original definition, public value refers to 

“[a]ny impact on shared experience about the quality of the 

relationship between the individual and [a public]” (Meyn-

hardt 2009, p. 212).

In a functional sense, organizations “cannot but influ-

ence public values” (Meynhardt 2009, p. 193), because 

by their very existence they shape individuals’ percep-

tion of the social collective. Accordingly, public value 

is of central importance both as feedback “drawn from” 

the social collectives one interacts with, and as an order 

parameter, or a “regulative idea” (Meynhardt 2009, p. 

204), that guides individuals, organizations, other social 

units, and society as a whole in making valuable deci-

sions, actions, and consequently, contributions (Meynhardt 1 For an overview, see Meynhardt (2015, pp. 158–159).

https://www.gemeinwohl.ch/en/atlas
https://www.gemeinwohl.ch/en/atlas
https://www.gemeinwohlatlas.de/en/atlas
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and Fröhlich 2019). As such, public value can be seen as 

a new way of considering notions such as the common 

good, public interest, or bonum commune in a managerial 

way, that is, a way that complements a legal perspective 

and the operationalization of philosophical ideas. Impor-

tantly, while deliberations like this have been motivations 

for developing the construct, the construct as such is pri-

marily descriptive, i.e., non-normative.

The micro-foundation of (public) value consists of several 

more detailed elements (see Meynhardt 2009, 2015; Meyn-

hardt and Fröhlich 2019), which we will refer to in the later 

comparison as they provide a basis for assessing important 

commonalities and differences with the reputation construct. 

These elements rest with Meynhardt’s reference to formal 

axiology, which is the field of philosophy concerned with 

the study of values (Meynhardt 2009). We will distinguish 

the Axiological Nature of Evaluation, the Basis of Evalua-

tion (with a special role of “the public”), and the Object of 

Evaluation.

Before closing this short introduction, we want to briefly 

highlight how public value relates to the concept of Corpo-

rate Social Responsibility. The association can at first seem 

natural, as both concern the relationship between organiza-

tions and social collectives (Schwartz and Carroll 2008). 

Although this paper does not give a detailed comparison of 

the two concepts, existing literature (Meynhardt and Fröh-

lich 2019; Meynhardt and Gomez 2016; Carroll and Shabana 

2010; Garriga and Melé 2004; Schwartz and Carroll 2008; 

Aguinis and Glavas 2012; Strathoff 2015) indicates that, 

even though overlaps exist, the concepts differ on important 

dimensions. Most importantly, while public value relates to 

a specific, but integrative theory of value, the term CSR is 

associated with “competing, complementary and overlap-

ping concepts” (Carroll and Shabana 2010, p. 2), with some 

underlying themes such as value, balance, and accountability 

(Schwartz and Carroll 2008).

Since both concepts have an integrative character, each 

may be described through the lens of the other. From the 

perspective of CSR research, public value can be described 

as a micro-founded, integrative, and non-normative theory 

about the value of organizations for social collectives. In 

this sense, it represents a deeper and broader, yet descriptive 

notion of CSR. Public value adds to CSR, as it provides an 

overdue psychological micro-foundation (Aguinis and Gla-

vas 2012) to complement organizational and institutional 

level research. Public value broadens CSR by not merely 

relating to specific values (e.g., economic or moral), social 

contexts (e.g., minorities), or proposed hierarchies (Carroll 

1991; Meynhardt and Gomez 2016), but also allowing for 

a holistic, non-hierarchical consideration of a human basis 

of evaluation. In this sense, it explicitly takes the cultur-

ally contingent nature of corporate responsibility (Camp-

bell 2007) and its reflection in subjective evaluations of 

stakeholders and the general public into account (Meynhardt 

and Gomez 2016). Public value theory is also explicitly non-

normative. Many CSR concepts, by contrast, are rooted in 

normative premises around responsibility and accountability 

(Schwartz and Carroll 2008).

From the perspective of public value theory, public value 

provides a micro-foundation of value that allows for describ-

ing, comparing, challenging, and advancing any other exist-

ing or potential value concept. As such, it can allocate and 

integrate not only CSR, but any other conceivable value con-

cept, such as shareholder value, stakeholder value, shared 

value, etc. (Gomez and Meynhardt 2014). Within Public 

Value theory, CSR becomes one among many concepts that 

can be associated with a single field or a group of fields. 

It can be challenged with respect to its ability to represent 

actual value creation for a group of human beings (Meyn-

hardt and Fröhlich 2019). It follows that no matter which 

perspective one takes, public value and CSR are related, yet 

quite different as regard their depth, breadth, and premises.

Organizational Reputation

As has been outlined above, public value rests on very spe-

cific theoretical assumptions. Yet, adjacent research streams, 

and especially the one on organizational reputation, exhibit 

commonalities and patterns that also apply to public value. 

Therefore, in this section, we describe the organizational 

reputation construct, in order to provide a basis for subse-

quently understanding how public value is related to the 

concept of organizational reputation.

Organizational (or corporate) reputation refers to a rela-

tively established field of research. Nevertheless, researchers 

still struggle to find common ground regarding a theoretical 

basis, as well as definitions of the construct and its relation-

ships (Podnar and Golob 2017). As a matter of fact, Lange 

et al. (2011) warn that despite its apparent intuitive meaning 

and attractiveness, the concept of organizational reputation 

is actually quite complex.

Even so, comprehensive literature reviews and conceptual 

work in the field (Lange et al. 2011; Walker 2010; Podnar 

and Golob 2017; Barnett et al. 2006; Chun 2005; Fombrun 

and van Riel 1997; Fombrun 2012) point to definitions and 

common themes that enable identification of major com-

monalities and differences with respect to the public value 

construct.

A synthesizing definition of organizational reputation 

has been provided by Walker (2010), who expanded Fom-

brun’s (1996) famous original definition after systematically 

reviewing the corporate reputation literature, as follows:

A relatively stable, issue specific aggregate perceptual 

representation of a company’s past actions and future 
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prospects compared against some standard (Walker 

2010, p. 370).

Along with this definition, Walker (2010) identified five 

defining aspects of reputation, of which the initial three had 

already been pointed out by Fombrun (1996). First, organi-

zational reputation is by nature subjective, as it is based on 

perceptions. Second, it relates to an aggregate of the per-

ceptions of stakeholders of an organization. Third, it has an 

evaluative nature indicated by the phrase “compared against 

some standard.” Fourth, organizational reputation can be 

positive or negative, which again emphasizes the evalua-

tive aspect. Finally, the fifth characteristic refers to the fact 

that reputation is “relatively stable.” This relative stability is 

considered of major importance in distinguishing between 

organizational reputation and the concept of organizational 

image (Walker 2010; Podnar and Golob 2017; Barnett et al. 

2006). Reputation focuses on a holistic time frame, consid-

ering past actions and future prospects of the organization, 

while the organizational image relates more to current per-

ceptions of the organization.

With respect to the first two characteristics, Walker 

(2010) points to two important matters. First, there is the 

issue-specific character of reputation. Depending on whether 

it refers to reputation for profitability, social responsibility, 

or other issues, the evaluation of individual subjects can dif-

fer considerably, and an aggregation can be problematic. 

Second, reputation can be quite different for different stake-

holder groups of the organization, with similar implications 

for aggregation.

In what Podnar and Golob (2017) identified as the lat-

est comprehensive review of reputation definitions, Lange 

et al. (2011) do not attempt a refined synthesis of defini-

tions. However, they do point to three important dimen-

sions of the construct: First, they highlight what they call 

the “being known” dimension, which refers to how familiar 

people generally are with the organization, i.e., to how well 

known an organization is, irrespective of evaluative judg-

ments. For example, Shamsies (2003, p. 199) described 

organizational reputation as “the level of awareness that the 

firm has been able to develop for itself.” Yet, other authors 

do not limit reputation to familiarity; rather, they include it 

as one dimension in their multidimensional understanding 

of organizational reputation (Rindova et al. 2005). Others 

argue that reputation and prominence are actually distinct 

constructs. For instance, Boyd et al. (2010, p. 6) find that 

“The distinction between prominence and reputation is that 

prominence refers to the degree to which an organization 

is visible and well known, whereas reputation involves an 

assessment of being good, bad, or somewhere in between.” 

Yet other authors conceptualize familiarity not as a dimen-

sion, but as an important antecedent to organizational repu-

tation (Brooks et al. 2003; Turban et al. 2001; Zajonc 1968).

Besides the “being known” dimension, Lange et  al. 

(2011) distinguish two evaluative dimensions called “being 

known for something” and “generalized favorability.” As 

opposed to the “being known” notion, these dimensions of 

organizational reputation explicitly entail an observer’s eval-

uative judgements. “being known for something” focusses 

on organizations’ reputation for very specific characteris-

tics (Fischer and Reuber 2007), such as the quality of its 

products (Rindova et al. 2005). As this understanding of 

organizational reputation focusses on certain components 

of an organization that are relevant to particular stakeholder 

groups, it has been called the “componential perspective on 

organizational reputation” (Fischer and Reuber 2007, p. 57). 

Love and Kraatz (2009, pp. 317, 318) articulate this per-

spective on reputation as being focused on an organization’s 

“technical efficacy” in delivering tangible outputs that are 

valued by evaluating audiences, as it helps them fulfill mate-

rial needs. Accordingly, organizations are seen as “a means 

to audiences’ parochial ends.” This view relates to the issue 

and stakeholder specific part of Walker’s (2010) definition 

presented above.

“Generalized favorability,” in contrast, dissolves the 

notion of a specific reputation. Lange et al. (2011) define it 

as “an overall, generalized assessment of the organization’s 

favorability.” This understanding of reputation includes 

valuations of an organization by perceivers that take mul-

tiple attributes of the organization into account, and do not 

limit their judgements to an organization’s performance in 

delivering to their parochial interest (Fischer and Reuber 

2007). Authors that subscribe to this view of organizational 

reputation build on Fombrun’s classic (1996, p. 72) defini-

tion of reputation as “a perceptual representation of a com-

pany’s past actions and future prospects that describes the 

firm’s overall appeal to its key constituents when compared 

to other leading rivals.” We will revisit these features when 

now comparing reputation with the public value construct.

Comparing Public Value and Organizational 
Reputation

The above introductions of public value and reputation 

already suggest certain commonalities and differences 

between the constructs. The aim of this section is to com-

prehensively disclose and describe these commonalities 

and differences. Table 1 in Appendix gives an overview of 

the commonalities and differences of organizational public 

value and organizational reputation and the dimensions on 

which we compare the two constructs. As one will see, on a 

macro-level the constructs share several similarities, while 

when considering their micro-foundation, both similarities 

and differences become apparent.
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Commonalities

Strategic Relevance

We understand a construct as strategically relevant to organi-

zations, when it can have a significant impact on the organi-

zation’s short- or long-term performance and survival. Case 

study research has shown that public value potential is asso-

ciated with growth opportunities (Meynhardt et al. 2015), 

and that public value risks over time translate into financial 

risks. Interestingly, a portfolio analysis has shown that firms 

with a higher public value outperform firms with a lower 

public value on the stock market (Berndt et al. 2015; Bilolo 

2018). For public sector organizations, creating public value 

can even be seen as their raison d’être (Moore 1995) and if 

they are not seen to do so, their very existence is endangered 

(Meynhardt and Bartholomes 2011). Clearly, having a high 

public value has strategic relevance for organizations. In this 

regard, organizational reputation is no different. Reputation 

has proven to be a valuable asset for firms, as it reduces 

stakeholder uncertainty (Benjamin and Podolny 1999) and 

enables firms to charge price premiums (Shapiro 1983), 

which lead to increased financial performance (Roberts and 

Dowling 2002). Interestingly, empirical research has shown 

that the reputation damage caused by the Volkswagen Emis-

sions Scandal has not only hurt Volkswagen but the German 

car industry as a whole leading to a strategically relevant 

loss of about $3.7 billion of revenue in the US market (Bach-

mann 2017).

Therefore, we note that both public value and organiza-

tional reputation are strategically highly relevant assets for 

organizations.

Locus of Control

Locus of control is a term stemming from personality psy-

chology that describes individuals’ psychological disposition 

to attribute certain events in their life to external factors, thus 

believing that they have less control over their fate (Rotter 

1954, 1966). The notion of organizational reputation often 

implies that organizations are anthropomorphized (Davies 

et al. 2001; Dowling 2001), i.e., they are viewed as coherent 

and purposive entities (Love and Kraatz 2009) with certain 

character traits such as reliability or trustworthiness (Fom-

brun 1996). We suggest giving this anthropomorphism 

another twist by framing the phenomenon of separating own-

ership and control of public value/organizational reputation 

as an instance of external locus of control. Given the strate-

gic importance of public value and organizational reputation 

as “social approval assets” (Pfarrer et al. 2010, p. 1131), it 

is striking that both cannot be controlled by organizations. 

Whereas other strategically relevant assets such as financial 

means, patents, a skilled workforce, and other production 

factors are legally owned by (or in a contractual relationship 

with) organizations and can hence be controlled, high public 

value or a favorable reputation could be similarly impor-

tant—as the preceding paragraph indicates—but cannot be 

controlled by the organization. This is evident, despite a cer-

tain understanding of ownership being attributed, as when 

we talk about “Nestlé’s public value” or “BMW’s reputa-

tion.” Lange et al. (2011) point out that even though reputa-

tion is objectively held by an organization, it is subjectively 

created through cognitions and evaluations of third parties. 

So, we can state that when it comes to both public value and 

organizational reputation, an organization’s locus of control 

is clearly external. Still, we should bear in mind that even 

though organizations cannot control their public value or 

reputation, mostly they can at least influence it. Both con-

structs are not subjectivist constructs which can be limited 

to arbitrary individual sentiments; rather, they are relational 

in the sense that value is co-produced by an evaluator and 

an evaluated object (the organization). As organizations 

have control about most of their actions and communica-

tions, they can influence features of the evaluated object (i.e., 

themselves), as well as the subject’s perception of reality.

Measurement Unit/Baseline

With measurement unit/baseline, we refer to the standard by 

which the two constructs are quantified. When referring to 

both public value and organizational reputation, we tend to 

make statements such as “Organization A has high public 

value” or “The reputation of firm A is higher than the repu-

tation of firm B.” Clearly, we think about the constructs as 

being measured on some form of an ordinal scale, which 

allows comparisons of organizations which have more or 

less public value or organizational reputation. At the same 

time, statements such as “Organization X has a public value 

of five” or “Organization Y’s reputation is 100” make no 

sense, as there is no measurement unit associated with either 

construct and there is no zero-point on both scales. What we 

can do, however, is to compare organizations as is frequently 

done in public value (www.gemei nwohl .ch/en/atlas , http://

www.gemei nwohl atlas .de/en/atlas ) and organizational rep-

utation rankings (http://www.reput ation insti tute.com/resea 

rch/Globa l-RepTr ak-100). This approach to measuring and 

comparing corporate reputations is in line with Fombrun and 

Shanley’s (1990) understanding of reputation as the result 

of a competition between firms to maximize their social sta-

tus. By signaling to managers how successful they are in 

this competition, reputational rankings become a significant 

form of normative control (Fombrun and Shanley 1990). 

More recent definitions, however, generalize this compara-

tive nature, requiring reputation just to have “some standard” 

as a basis for comparison (Walker 2010). Public value theory 

http://www.gemeinwohl.ch/en/atlas
http://www.gemeinwohlatlas.de/en/atlas
http://www.gemeinwohlatlas.de/en/atlas
http://www.reputationinstitute.com/research/Global-RepTrak-100
http://www.reputationinstitute.com/research/Global-RepTrak-100
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is similarly open concerning the measurement unit or the 

baseline (Meynhardt 2009).

Process Dynamics

The criterion of process dynamics refers to the processes 

of public value and organizational reputation emerging 

from individual evaluations, as well as to the stability and 

change of both constructs over time. Both constructs refer to 

aggregations of individual perceptions, thus to a certain link 

between the micro and macro levels. In that, both constructs 

offer some explanations of how aggregation leads to inter-

subjective realities and results, which in turn influence indi-

vidual realities (Lange et al. 2011; Meynhardt 2009, 2015; 

Meynhardt et al. 2016). While both research streams still 

leave defining how such aggregations should be made open 

to empirical research designs, the micro-foundation of pub-

lic value (Meynhardt 2009, 2015; Meynhardt and Fröhlich 

2019) offers theoretical foundations that point to the critical 

design choices in such a process.

The underlying process dynamics of public value are 

synergetic. In this sense, public value is a systemic prop-

erty (an order parameter), emerging from interaction and 

micro–macro links of individual evaluations. Seeing public 

value as an emergent phenomenon entails that it is qualita-

tively differently expressed (“gestalt”) at the macro-level, 

to be more than, while still contingent on, individual evalu-

ations (Meynhardt et al. 2016). In turn, public value, as a 

systemic order parameter influences or even determines the 

structure and content of individual evaluations—termed 

enslavement.2 Accordingly, the stability of public value 

over time depends on the strength of the order parameter 

and the extent to which new developments can (de-)stabilize 

the system (Ebeling and Feistel 1994; Haken 1977, 1984; 

Meynhardt et al. 2016). Regarding organizational reputa-

tion, its dynamic nature and stability have been identified 

as important features of the construct. However, the field 

deserves more research attention (Lange et al. 2011; Kraatz 

and Love 2006). Kraatz and Love (2006, p. 344) identified a 

“need to study reputation dynamically, and the specific need 

to examine how it is affected by various corporate actions.” 

They provide some guidelines for such studies and discuss 

how the issue can be addressed in terms of methodology and 

multi-theory approaches in the reputation field. Particularly, 

the idea that reputation entails some form of expectation 

about an organization’s future behavior (Fombrun 1996; 

Walker 2010) based on its past conduct, underlines the con-

struct’s dynamic nature. The underlying micro-foundation of 

public value could offer pointers towards a more systematic, 

theory-driven conceptualization of organizational reputation 

dynamics.

Axiological Nature

In axiology, which is the branch of philosophy dealing with 

values, there is an ongoing debate about the nature of values 

(e.g., Rescher 1969), in particular whether they are rather 

objective or subjective. In this debate, Public value theory 

emphasizes the role of humans as the final arbiters of value 

creation. Building on psychology and value philosophy 

(Heyde 1926; Iwin 1975), value is defined as the result of the 

psychological evaluation of an object by a subject against a 

basis of evaluation. Value thus describes the quality of the 

subject–object relationship and public value is a relational 

concept, representing a middle ground between pure “sub-

jectivist” and pure “objectivist” positions. Similarly, organi-

zational reputation is the result of how a public evaluates a 

firm’s activities. According to Fombrun and Shanley (1990, 

p. 234) “[p]ublics construct reputations.” Hence, both con-

structs are relational in their basic axiology as they only 

come into being when an organization (object) is judged by 

a public (subject). This critical similarity provides the basis 

for comparing public value and reputation more closely 

on the level of individual psychology and for applying the 

micro-foundation of value to both constructs.

Proposition 1: Organizational public value and organiza-

tional reputation are both of strategic relevance to organiza-

tions, while at the same time beyond their direct control. The 

constructs are structurally similar, as they share a relational 

axiology, have predominantly relative evaluative character, 

and show similar process dynamics.

Proposition 2: Given the similarities of organizational 

public value and organizational reputation, theoretical and 

practical considerations for one construct can be trans-

ferred to the other, and vice versa. They can have similar 

antecedents and consequences, and be antecedent and/or 

consequent to one another. Moreover, similar methods can 

be applied for empirical assessment.

Di�erences

Basis of Evaluation

Having established that both public value and organizational 

reputation emerge through perceivers’ judgements of organi-

zations, a logical next question is what these judgements 

are based on and how individuals, consciously or uncon-

sciously, form them. We believe that the difference between 

reputation and public value on this dimension can best be 2 For a detailed account, see Meynhardt et  al. (2016) as well as  
Meynhardt and Fröhlich (2019).
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answered on the psychological level. We will draw on the 

micro-foundation of value developed by Meynhardt (2009, 

2015) and Meynhardt and Fröhlich (2019) to explain the 

concept of a basis of evaluation and how public value and 

reputation relate to it.

Subjective evaluation is based on emotional–motivational 

forces that initiate an evaluation in a subject’s mind. The 

basis of evaluation is the sum of all these forces that are 

active during an evaluation. An object is valued by, or has 

a certain value for a subject, if it impacts on such forces 

(Meynhardt and Fröhlich 2019).

Meynhardt (2009, 2015) and Meynhardt and Fröhlich 

(2019) build on theories on basic human needs (Epstein 

1989, 2003), social cognition (Fiske and Taylor 1991; Fiske 

1995; Schutz 1974; Schutz and Luckmann 1973), and human 

development (Kegan 1982, 1995; Kohlberg 1984) to arrive 

at an analytical structure for the basis of evaluation, called 

the (public) value matrix. The matrix, as illustrated in Fig. 1 

in Appendix, has two dimensions, namely basic values that 

describe how value is created and personal frames of refer-

ence that describe for whom value is created from a subject’s 

perspective.

Basic values correspond to the basic needs of individu-

als as the most fundamental of all emotional–motivational 

forces (Meynhardt 2009). All forces will ultimately relate 

to one or more of our basic needs, thus basic values are pro-

posed to represent a “common ground” or a “quasi-ontolog-

ical” basis (Meynhardt and Gomez 2016, p. 11). Meynhardt 

and Fröhlich (2019) propose that emotional–motivational 

forces not only relate to basic values, but also to one or more 

personal frames of reference. This is because human beings 

are social beings and, regardless of the developmental stage 

they are on, they are constantly influencing and being influ-

enced by other people. Hence human beings very often, if 

not always, consider their conceptualizations of others, both 

consciously and unconsciously in their evaluations, and in 

construing their own realities. In other words, “for whom” 

value is created, forms a fundamental second dimension of 

the basis of evaluation.

Importantly, while there is a finite number of basic val-

ues, the numbers of frames of reference that play a role in 

evaluations are potentially infinite. Meynhardt and Fröhlich 

(2019) distinguish the most important conceptualizations as 

the self, the private surroundings, the professional surround-

ings, the local community, and society as a whole. However, 

conceivably, any more (or less) granular social entity could 

be a personal frame of reference.

The two dimensions of how and for whom value is cre-

ated can then be analytically combined to illustrate the 

value categories of the (public) value matrix as an analyti-

cal structure for a general (i.e., construct-independent and 

context-independent) basis of evaluation. Any evaluation of 

an object, and as such the entire construction of a subject’s 

reality, can be described by this matrix. Humans can differ 

according to their emphasis and awareness of these catego-

ries, and for individuals this can also vary depending on time 

and circumstances. One can also debate the exact content 

of both dimensions. However, if one accepts basic needs 

and personal frames of reference as a basis of evaluation, 

any value concept can be described, defined, and ultimately 

challenged against this basis, considering “how” and “for 

whom” they represent a true, i.e., psychologically real value 

creation.

Therefore, we believe that the (public) value matrix offers 

a suitable framework for comparing public value and repu-

tation with regard to their basis’ of evaluation. As regard 

reputation, Walker’s (2010, p. 369) question on “reputation 

for what and according to whom” resembles the questions 

about how and for whom value is truly created. As such, 

issue and stakeholder specificity can be associated with the 

dimensions of the (public) value matrix and the differentia-

tion of the “being known for” and “generalized favorability” 

dimensions can be put into a simple perspective.

We argue that an (issue- or stakeholder-)specific evalua-

tion focuses on particular aspects of “how” and “for whom” 

something is valuable.3 In this sense, reputation covers spe-

cific value categories presented in the (public) value matrix. 

One could map any (issue- or stakeholder-) specific reputa-

tion construct on the basic value dimension (e.g., “reputation 

for profitability”) or the frame of reference dimension (e.g., 

“reputation as perceived by shareholders”), or any combi-

nation thereof (e.g., “reputation for social responsibility 

as perceived by employees”). Generalized favorability, on 

the other hand, does not require any specification; either 

it explicitly demands a holistic evaluation by a subject, or 

leaves it open for a subject to choose its own basis of evalu-

ation, consciously or unconsciously.

This means that the basis of evaluation of the reputa-

tion construct is not narrowly defined, but used adaptively 

in different conceptual and empirical contexts. It can be 

specific, representing the “being known for” dimension, or 

it can be more generalized, representing the “generalized 

favorability” dimension (Lange et al. 2011). This adap-

tive basis of evaluation concerns both dimensions of the 

(public) value matrix. Regarding basic values, reputation 

can refer to one or more specific basic values, or to one or 

more specific emotional–motivational forces relating to one 

or more basic values as the basis of evaluation. Therefore, 

with respect to basic values, the basis is either holistic or 

specific—depending on the definition. Similarly, as it regard 

3 Lange et al. (2011) note that besides specific issues and stakehold-
ers, specificity could also refer to specific contexts and process, i.e., 
components of the organization as the object. We elaborate on that at 
a later stage.
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frames of reference, definitions of reputation can vary as to 

whether they refer to a specific set of stakeholders (in this 

sense, frames of reference), or a more generalized aggregate 

thereof, such as society. Importantly, however, while reputa-

tion per definition refers to evaluation by a social collective, 

it does not necessarily require the consideration of this col-

lective from the individual perspective.

The public value construct, on the other hand, is far less 

adaptive with respect to the basis of evaluation. As it aims 

at a holistic evaluation of an organization, per definition 

it requires some consideration of all basic values and all 

frames of reference. Although individuals can differ regard-

ing the emphasis and awareness of categories in the (public) 

value matrix (Meynhardt and Fröhlich 2019), the conceptual 

definition of the construct demands a degree of considera-

tion of all of them.

The requirement for being considered public value is not 

which public exactly is considered, but that at least one pub-

lic frame of reference is involved. The defining aspect of 

public value is thus that it always involves evaluation from a 

system perspective. This means that, whenever an individual 

evaluates an object with reference to a public social unit, 

such as its family, a local community, or society as a whole, 

one can speak of public value from a subject’s perspective. 

The definition of public value is also open with respect to 

how many public frames of reference are involved in evalu-

ation. What is more, given its subjective nature, “objective” 

public value creation can only be achieved through a col-

lectively (and as such intersubjectively) shared experience 

of the individuals constituting the public.

To conclude, while the organizational reputation con-

struct has an adaptive basis of evaluation that is either holis-

tic (“generalized favorability”) or specific (“being known 

for”) with respect to both basic values and frames of refer-

ence, the basis of public value evaluations is explicitly holis-

tic. Importantly, due to the adaptive nature of reputation, 

one may choose to define a certain reputation construct that 

represents the same holistic basis of evaluation as public 

value constructs. Such an overlapping definition would rep-

resent what one might call a “reputation for public value.” 

This leads us to Proposition 3.

Proposition 3: Reputation and public value differ with 

regard to their basis of evaluation. Reputation refers to sub-

jective evaluations of an object against a basis of evaluation 

that can be adapted to be more or less holistic regarding the 

inclusion of basic values and frames of reference. Public 

value refers to subjective evaluations of an object against 

a basis of evaluation that explicitly covers all basic values 

and at least one frame of reference related to a social col-

lective. Both on the individual and on an aggregated level, 

reputation and public value will be more distinct, the more 

the basis of evaluation of the two constructs differ.

Dominant Logic

Finally, we compare what we call the two constructs’ domi-

nant logic of evaluation, which describes how an organization 

is valued by and/or with reference to a collective. This is an 

important distinction rooted in the subjective nature of the 

object of evaluation. It is intuitively trivial, but conceptually 

complex, and thus perhaps responsible for some uncertainty 

around the distinctions between reputation and public value.

In a subjectivist worldview, there is no object as such; 

there can only be a certain association of perceptions in a 

subject’s mind that can be summarized in a single mental 

representation, term, or image, called an “object.” This can 

be any concrete or abstract, living or non-living element of 

our experienced reality, such as an apple, a tool, a process, 

a structure, an idea, a feeling, a cause, a consequence, a 

person, or an organization. In the act of evaluation, the sub-

ject takes a position towards, or associates a quality with 

the object, and as a result, the object’s value arises (Meyn-

hardt and Fröhlich 2019). In principal, both public value and 

reputation can be determined for any object; of course, the 

focus of “Organizational Public Value” and “Organizational 

Reputation” is the organization.

Especially for complex objects such as organizations, 

it is critical to highlight the implications of the subjective 

nature of objects in defining public value and reputation. A 

given organization, such as VW, can represent very differ-

ent objects for different subjects. This means that the object 

that an individual subject evaluates can be different to the 

object that other individuals or a collective recognize. This 

is critical for the following considerations.

If one takes the lens of an individual subject, public value 

and reputation appear to be fundamentally different. As we 

have seen, an individual considering the public value of an 

organization performs evaluations with reference to a public, 

but these evaluations are primarily about the object as rec-

ognized by the individual, not by the public. The individual 

will focus predominantly on what other people experience 

because of the organization, but what other people recog-

nize, or directly associate with an organization, plays a lesser 

role. In other words, the object of evaluation is the organiza-

tion as perceived and conceptualized by the individual, and 

the evaluation as such is performed with respect to certain 

public frames of reference. Less technically, but perhaps 

more intuitively, one could argue that public value follows 

a logic of contribution in the sense that it describes the con-

tribution the organization makes to the experienced reality 

of a collective social entity. It is about how an organization 

impacts collective experience. In this sense, public value fol-

lows Drucker’s (1973) logic of contribution or value creation 

towards a common good (Meynhardt 2008).

This is fundamentally different to the reputation con-

struct. Lange et al. (2011, p. 164) conclude that the being 
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known dimension of the reputation construct relates to 

“shared perceptual representations.” In this sense, reputa-

tion of an organization per definition refers to how an object 

represents itself to, or is recognized by, a collective. This 

means that what others recognize is inherent part of the defi-

nition of reputation. In other words: reputation, even from 

an individual perspective, is inherently linked to collective 

perceptions. An individual considering a certain kind of 

reputation for a social collective takes the perspective of the 

social collective both with respect to the conceptualization 

of the organization, as well as in evaluating this conceptual-

ization. It is not about how a collective experiences its reality 

because of the organization, but how they experience the 

organization as such. In that, one could argue that reputation 

follows a logic of recognition of the organization by a social 

collective, i.e., it relies on what others recognize or associate 

with the concept of the organization.

This is an important difference between the two con-

structs which shows that, despite the similarities described 

above, they ultimately analyze different phenomena. Public 

value follows a logic of contribution to a collective, whereas 

reputation follows a logic of recognition by a collective.

Importantly, it is not clear what this distinction implies on 

a collective level, i.e., when considering public value and rep-

utation as an aggregate of individual evaluations. Here, the 

difference between what an object represents to an individual 

vs the collective could become blurred as, with increasing 

“aggregation,” the individuals enact, and in doing so, become 

the collective. Up to now, we have compared each construct’s 

dominant logic from an individual perspective only. How-

ever, both research streams attach importance to aggregations 

of subjective evaluations, to arrive at intersubjective results 

and hence we shall consider this more closely.

As mentioned, theories on both constructs are vague as 

to how exactly an aggregation or emergence of the collec-

tive is achieved. This theoretical vagueness regarding the 

two constructs most likely causes some confusion: Tech-

nically speaking, if one aggregates individual perceptions, 

they become collective, or intersubjective, perceptions. 

However, following a synergetic viewpoint, one should not 

view “aggregation” merely as a sum of individual evalua-

tions; rather, one should regard the common and overlapping 

aspects of the quality of a relationship involving a social 

entity, as its embodiment. In that, individual differentia-

tions between own perceptions and the perceptions of others 

can become blurred in the same way as the differentiation 

between contribution and recognition can.

On an aggregate level, any contribution to the collec-

tive must somehow be recognized by the collective¸ and 

vice versa, any recognition by the collective constitutes a 

contribution to the collective. Consequently, as long as we 

have no clear theory or practical instructions about aggrega-

tions, there will always be some confusion regarding what 

an aggregated construct actually represents. Nevertheless, 

even on an aggregate level, the basis of evaluation remains a 

strong differentiating factor between public value and repu-

tation. This leads us to Proposition 4.

Proposition 4: Reputation and public value differ with 

regard to their dominant logic, which is rooted in the sub-

jective nature of the object of evaluation. Reputation focuses 

on a logic of recognition by a collective, while public value 

focuses on a logic of contribution to a collective. From the 

perspective of an individual subject, this distinction is clear 

and leads to different evaluation results for each construct, 

as the actual object of evaluation is different in each case. 

When aggregating individual perspectives to become a col-

lective, or an intersubjective perspective, the distinction 

becomes blurred. Further investigation is required to define 

processes and results of such aggregations.

A Thought Experiment

In the introduction, we appealed to intuition when encourag-

ing readers to “consider how a judge presiding over a court 

case on the VW scandal, could justify a court decision by 

appealing to the common good.” And we suggested that 

“she would never confuse it with reputation”.

We can now explain this appeal to intuition on a concep-

tual level by examining such a thought experiment in a bit 

more detail. If the judge had to make a judgment regarding 

VW’s public value, she would proceed as follows.

Dominant Logic

From the judge’s individual perspective, she would care 

more about an organization’s impact—the contribution it 

makes to the public—than about the organization being 

recognized by the public. In other words, the judge would 

care more about what people experience because of the 

organization, than about how they experience the organiza-

tion as such. From the judge’s individual perspective, these 

are fundamentally different ideas, so that one can expect 

the evaluation results to be quite different. Nevertheless, if 

the judge would try to empirically verify her assumptions 

through aggregating people’s perceptions, she would run 

into issues regarding the differentiation between contribu-

tion and recognition as described above.

Basis of Evaluation

In any case, the judge would demand and apply a holistic 

basis of evaluation, considering VW’s value with regard to 

all social units concerned and society as a whole, as well as 

with regard to all basic values which, e.g., are not merely 

the instrumental “quality” and “utility” of cars, but include 
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aspects such as the company’s moral conduct, their legal/

political and social value, and the impact it has on people’s 

overall life quality. As such, the judgement at which the 

judge would arrive regarding VW’s public value, would 

weigh the positive contribution made through high-quality 

cars against the negative impact of VW’s actions on life 

quality, moral misconduct, and illegal behavior. The nega-

tive would most likely, at least partially, be compensated 

for by the positive. This distinction illustrates the differ-

ence between a reputation—whichever way the construct 

is defined—and public value’s holistic basis of evaluation.

Conclusion

To sum up, the judge would never confuse reputation and 

public value as to her, they have a fundamentally different 

logic, and most likely they also differ in their basis of evalua-

tion. The judge would be concerned about VWs contribution, 

not its recognition, and she would be concerned about a holis-

tic basis of evaluation considering all social collectives and all 

their basic values, as opposed to single components of such 

a basis. The former distinction would only become blurred 

when attempting empirical verification through aggregation 

of individual views. The latter distinction would only become 

blurred when applying a similar basis of evaluation.

Implications

Our study is a theoretical endeavor, which compares public 

value and organizational reputation based on literature in the 

respective fields, and which infers propositions about their 

relationship. The comparison and propositions provided 

above have several implications for theory and practice.

Theoretical Implications and Further Research

We started our enquiry postulating that, intuitively, public 

value and reputation seem to be fundamentally different con-

cepts, while from a theoretical perspective they apparently 

share certain similarities.

Above all, our enquiry helps to answer the question regard-

ing the similarities and differences of the two constructs. In 

general, the construct’s structural similarities could be respon-

sible for most of the confusion. Nevertheless, they differ fun-

damentally regarding the basis of evaluation and dominant 

logic. This delineation benefits both areas of research, as well 

as potential future research on their relationship as follows.

First, given the structural similarities, it is likely that theoreti-

cal considerations and empirical findings in reputation research 

can be transferred to public value research, and vice versa, and in 

that each research area will benefit independently. Beyond that, 

our propositions indicate that much conceptual and empirical 

research can be done regarding their relationship. This offers 

opportunities for new, integrated research programs, integra-

tive theory building, and empirical endeavors. Conceptually, 

one can elaborate on how public value and reputation influence 

each other, on common antecedents or common effects. Empiri-

cally, our propositions and potential further ones provide a lot of 

room for empirical validation. Not only the basis of evaluation 

and the objects of evaluation, but also the cultural contexts and 

methods applied, imply various degrees of freedom regarding 

hypotheses and research designs. A sensible first step could be 

an in-depth case study of a particular event, analyzing and com-

paring public value and organizational reputation antecedents 

and consequences. Cases which might lend themselves well to 

such study are the Volkswagen diesel emission scandal or the 

introduction of end-to-end encryption by WhatsApp. Another 

approach would be to conduct large-scale quantitative studies 

across a number of organizations. This could answer the ques-

tion whether a high reputation implies high public value, and 

vice versa. Further research could also enquire whether struc-

tural features of reputation in industries (e.g., reputation com-

mons—King et al. 2002), which could be discovered empirically 

in the VW case (Bachmann 2017) also apply to public value.

Despite the similarities and relationships we could estab-

lish, for the reasons stated in Propositions 3 and 4, the con-

structs should not be confused, and more depth is required to 

delineate the constructs both conceptually and empirically. We 

have identified a thorough micro-foundation, and consequently 

the basis of evaluation and the dominant logic as promising 

starting points for such endeavors. Our study reflects the ben-

efits of connecting the macro- and micro-level perspective of 

constructs like public value and reputation through a micro-

foundation in human psychology. We showed that a micro-

foundation of public value is transferrable to all constructs that 

involve human evaluation, and could in that way again not 

only highlight, but also sharpen the multi-dimensionality of 

the reputation construct. Future research could follow-up on 

this micro-foundation, and in that way attempt to provide more 

conceptual depth to reputation research. The same holds true 

for the process dynamics. While public value theory concep-

tualizes any change of public value as a synergetic process 

of self-organization, reputation research has been less explicit 

about a theory of change. Additionally, while public value the-

ory already benefits from a micro-foundation, the challenging 

comparison also brings more depth to the public value con-

struct. Our study shows that even though public value appears 

to be more sharply defined than the reputation construct, 

several open questions remain with respect to the distinction 

between individual application of the construct as a regula-

tive idea, and collective quality of individual evaluations. Both 

constructs would benefit from a closer investigation into which 

frames of reference are exactly included or excluded in evalua-

tions, both on the individual and on an aggregate level.

Moreover, the distinction between individual and collec-

tive perspectives highlights that both constructs need more 
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clarity on how an “aggregate intersubjective” evaluation can 

be arrived at both conceptually and empirically. As long 

as there are no clear definitions, the distinction of the con-

structs on a macro level will stay blurred. Of course, for the 

reasons provided above, on a collective level some similari-

ties will remain, but through a more comprehensive theory, 

as well as more sophisticated methods, one could perhaps 

distinguish further dimensionalities, e.g., with regard to con-

scious and unconscious perceptions and evaluations.

Practical Implications

Besides opening up avenues for future research, our study 

has implications for practice. The first and foremost message 

to all practitioners must be that although reputation and pub-

lic value have structural similarities, they are fundamentally 

different concepts that have to be managed separately.

There are similarities as both constructs regard evaluations 

of the organization by a collective, i.e., through an outside-in 

perspective, to be beyond the organization’s direct control. 

Further, they are of high strategic relevance, because they 

are linked to an organization’s performance and potential for 

survival. Outside-in perspectives, as feedback drawn from 

the collectives that an organization interacts with, are key to 

any organization’s long-term success, since such perspectives 

constitute a source of legitimization, as well as of motivation 

for individuals and collectives, be they employees, customers, 

other stakeholders, or society as a whole, to act for and inter-

act with the organization. In this respect, reputation and public 

value are of similar importance. Moreover, when empirically 

assessing collective perspectives, the structural similarities do 

lead to challenges in delineating public value and a “reputa-

tion for public value.” Practitioners, like researchers, should 

be aware of these challenges and work together to make sense 

of them and resolve them going forward.

Nevertheless, public value and reputation refer to funda-

mentally different concepts; hence, managers need primarily 

to consider both independently of each other. Only then can 

they make inferences about their relationship and potential 

common influences and effects. This becomes clear when 

considering the delineations provided earlier.

There are several reasons why managers should care about 

this: First, public value offers a resource for the individual to 

derive meaning, purpose, and consequently also motivation 

(Meynhardt et al. 2018a), which of course can be transformed 

into economic productivity (Meynhardt et al. 2018b). Second, 

reflecting on others’ basic needs can eventually result in an 

increased ability to serve these needs. And third, the simple 

fact that any positive or negative contribution to a collective 

could at some point be recognized by the collective shows 

that considering public value provides a means to foresee and 

manage critical chances and risks concerning the organiza-

tion, which might also have reputational consequences.

Of course, managers can legitimately challenge the last 

point. As long as others do not recognize the organization’s 

contributions, the value created or destroyed will not affect the 

value of the organization as such. This highlights the elabo-

rated similarities between public value and a reputation for 

public value on an empirically aggregated level. Value creat-

ing actions of an organization need to be communicated pro-

actively to turn into further positive effects for the organiza-

tion. Value destroying actions of an organization need, from a 

managerial perspective, to be avoided, or at least considered 

in a communication strategy. For value destroying actions, of 

course stakeholders have the responsibility to demand trans-

parency, or to set incentives to avoid them. The fact that at 

some point “the public could recognize” is even more striking 

in times when information flows increase and data protection 

becomes challenging.

Conclusion

Public value and reputation both relate to an important concept 

of our times, namely the value an organization has for a collec-

tive. Through an in-depth comparison of the two constructs, 

we could elaborate on their similarities and highlight the major 

differences between them. Given that the concepts stem from 

different research traditions and, at first sight, appear to describe 

distinct phenomena, it was striking to see that—on a structural 

macro-level—important similarities exist. Both constructs are 

strategically very relevant for organizations, while both are 

social approval assets with an external locus of control. Both 

have a relational axiological structure and accordingly a pre-

dominantly relative measurement on an ordinal scale. Further, 

both concepts share synergetic process dynamics, which are 

more explicitly spelled out in the public value literature.

However, public value and reputation differ along two 

important dimensions when taking the individual micro level 

into account. Public value applies a holistic basis of evaluation, 

while the reputation construct is more adaptive. Moreover, 

public value follows a logic of contribution to the collective, 

while reputation is about recognition by the collective. The 

comparison of these constructs opens up new perspectives, 

relates different discourses in new ways, and highlights their 

mutual, yet independent importance for managerial practice. 

Reputation and public value both represent important ideas 

and order parameters in our individual and intersubjective 

realities, which gain utmost importance in an era of increas-

ing transparency and interconnectedness.
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