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ABSTRACT

With the Malaysian government having a direct controlling stake, government-linked media companies 
(GLMCs) are deemed to be more exposed to political influence or state intervention compared to 
private media corporations. Conceivable linkages as such may negatively impact the credibility and 
accountability as well as contribute to other reputational challenges that media companies already 
face. In sustaining or improving corporate reputation, highlighting the communication function and 
stewardship of the chief executive officer (CEO) is pivotal, similar to how the expansion of digital 
media now upholds greater CEO visibility in reinforcing public trust, creating meaningful relationships, 
and boosting corporate reputation. A qualitative study involving in-depth interviews with the CEOs and 
senior management executives of GLMCs explored the following: 1) How important is communication 
to leaders as an asset of GLMCs in carrying out government mandates? 2) How do leaders 
demonstrate leadership communication to improve the corporate reputation of GLMCs? 3) How do 
leaders communicate with people in the industry? The voice-recorded interviews were transcribed 
verbatim and analysed for patterns and emerging themes. The participants indicate that, as a GLMC 
entity, they are shouldering government mandates that media regards as an intangible asset and 
this plays a great role in shaping the reputation of the leader. The participants also associated 
communication with leadership in improving credibility. Overall, the CEO and senior management 
team of GLMCs need to collectively practise overall principles related to leadership communication 
to carry out government mandates as well as to enhance their corporate reputation. Lastly, this 
study contributes to the existing literature by examining the institutionalisation  and management of 
corporate reputation through leadership communication. 
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INTRODUCTION

Corporate communication is considered the external and internal communication of an 
organisation. Modern corporations should comprehend the unique role that corporate 
communication plays and the way communication divisions have transformed how global 
corporations transact their businesses (Man, Abdullah, Tamam, & Hasan, 2019). However, 
within mass media enterprises, the external component may feature aspects, which are 
associated with the media content they generate, and regarded as products of the company. 
Similar to controlling tangible products, it is sensible to ride on the assumption that media-
oriented Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) will also supervise the content quality created 
by the production staff. On the other hand, reputation is regarded as the most common 
asset that is given priority by most companies to enhance their organisational strategy and 
internationalisation policy (Abdullah, 2011). Additionally, conceptualised entrepreneurial 
skill acquisition, is undoubtedly crucial for Malaysian businesses (Ekpe, Razak, Ismail, & 
Abdullah, 2015; Ekpe, Razak, Ismail, & Abdullah, 2016). 

According to Barrett (2014), all leaders of organisations must realise that their 
organisation’s reputation relies on their internal ethos and the perceptions of their external 
stakeholders. As such, they cannot ignore the importance of establishing and maintaining 
a positive reputation. Additionally, a positive ethos is essential to success as is a leader to 
leadership communication. In their theoretical analysis on the mediating process, Qian 
and Jian (2020) highlighted the role of communication towards building the influence of 
leadership, and also constructing the identity of an organisation. Thus, a communicative 
leader is someone who is involved and open-minded, practices participative choice-making, 
actively seeks and shares feedback and engages the staff  in dialogue (Johansson, Miller, & 
Hamrin, 2014). Other findings have shown that future leaders require different competencies 
beyond creative and communication skills, including analytical and managerial skills 
(Berger & Meng, 2014; Falkheimer et al., 2017). Simply put, correlation exists between 
the two. The critical objective of leadership is reputation management, where the chief  
spokesperson is the CEO (Watson, 2010).

According to Watson (2010), the establishment of a reputation is not premised 
on chances; rather it is interlinked to feedback mechanisms, communication activities, 
stakeholder relations, organisational operations, management, and leadership. Several 
studies have explored such correlations between reputation and communication (Neill, 2015). 
There have been a number of extensive researches focused on exploring the leader’s role in 
strategic communication. For instance, Argenti’s (2017) work found that communicative 
leadership within companies correlated with their strategy implementation. Zerfass and 
Viertmann’s (2017) study focused on the importance of the rare impetus arising from 
corporate communication. Another example is the role of reputation in the  organisation’s 
overall strategic objective (Van Riel, 2012; Argenti, 2016). Some other studies confirmed 
that the strategic management functions of the communication division correlate with 
strategic decision participation (Brønn, 2014; Argenti, 2016). Studies of leadership within 
the department of communication, including the development and analysis of skills and 
competencies by Berger and Meng (2014) and Falkheimer et al. (2017) are other examples. 
Likewise, the department of communication must be as empowered as decision makers to 
make strategic contributions towards corporate success. 

Chan and Mohd Hasan (2018) undertook a study that explored corporate leadership 
and reputation. Furthermore, concerning leadership communication among top Malaysian 
companies, corporate engagement with wider stakeholder groups such as local communities 
is central as the core component of corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Abdullah et 
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al., 2017). In this regard, Abdullah and Abdul Aziz (2013) and Abdullah et al. (2017)  
conducted a study on the design of CSR measures in Asia based on the  dual-process 
model (David, Kline, & Dai, 2005); specifically, in government-linked companies (GLCs) 
alongside with public-listed corporations (PLCs). However, there is scant research 
exploring leadership communication and how it could enhance credibility as well as 
improve corporate reputation. Given this, this under-researched  subject within the context 
of government-connected media firms is critical and worth investigating.

Any unregulated, uncoordinated, and unplanned communication would affect 
bottom, middle and top lines, thus explaining why it should always originate from corporate 
communication. Many companies in Asia have close links with governments about licensing 
and organisational regulations that include specific organisational policies (Domm, 2014). 
The subject of interest in the present study constitutes CEOs of government-linked media 
firms, who undertake two functions, first as the leader of the GLC and second, as the 
media firm’s leader. Each company has its structural features, which influence how CEOs 
should operate (Gabbioneta, Greenwood, Mazzola, & Minoja, 2013). As far as they are 
aligned with the institution’s expectations, a CEO has two roles to play (Conte, Siano, & 
Vollero, 2017).

A media firm practically comprises content producers who communicate content 
through the mass media. Media firms retain several standards, upon which the corporate 
reputation is premised. Notably, these firms should meet their stakeholder, legal and 
economic obligations. Further, their business operations should be conducted within 
the policy and legal framework of the country where it is based (Chan & Mohd Hasan, 
2015). According to Alsagoff, Abdullah, & Hassan (2011), the introduction of the 
National Communication and Multimedia Policy was intended to promote self-regulatory 
mechanisms that can reduce regulation costs while simultaneously, offering clear guidelines 
for industry behaviour that is consistent with the policy objectives of the government. The 
CEO must be well-versed with the government policies and regulations and at the same 
time, take the lead role for business survival. Beside these aspects, cultural diversity which 
is commonly included as a standard practice of government-linked corporations is also 
a pertinent factor in the Malaysian business landscape (Abdullah, 2010). The enactment 
of dual institutional functions might imply a focal division (Pinder & Usherwood, 2013) 
that could be crucial towards legitimising the use of particular business and corporate 
strategies because of other relations in the industry (Nordqvist, Picard, & Pesämaa, 2010; 
Papaioannou, Watkins, Kale, & Mugwagwa, 2015). 

Another study by Rothwell (2010) clarified that the role of CEOs is imperative in 
winning the trust of corporate boards or stakeholders. From the perspective of stakeholder 
expectations, Kelley and Thams (2019) argued that the value of reputation is determined 
by the CEO’s ability to meet the expectations of stakeholders with respect to what they 
perceive as important. Failure to fulfil or meet expectations has a significant effect on 
the reputation of corporations. Since the reputation of the company is premised on the 
perceived capacity of fulfilling the roles that the public anticipates from corporations, 
such anticipations are often accepted as the criteria for determining corporate reputation 
(Davies, 2016). 

In the past years, Agarwal, Osiyevskyy, & Feldman (2015) stressed that evaluation 
is key to assessing corporate reputation. In cases where an unobservable (latent) variable 
is expected by observers and organisational stakeholders, corporate reputation becomes 
a composite component, of not just the CEO—who serves as the main corporate 
communicator —but also the C-level executives (that is, Chief Communication Officer 
(CCO), Chief Investment Officer (CIO), Chief Marketing Officer (CMO), Chief Operating 
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Officer (COO), and Chief Financial Officer (CFO)) who not only complement the CEO, 
but also provide their impetus and insights in important decisions (Groysberg, Kelly, & 
MacDonald, 2011). Thus corporate communication requires full support from the top 
management and bigger budgets. In a study by Zerfass, Vercic, & Wiesenberg (2016), senior 
executives are regarded as a significant antecedent of corporate reputation. 

The institutional theory has been highly relevant towards the development of the 
study framework. It explains the role of the CEO more satisfactorily whereby the CEO role 
is embedded in the social institution that evolves around normative and regulative social 
processes which legitimise the functional and conceptual aspects attached to the role. This 
theory is pertinent in view of the structural preconditions that govern and provide legitimacy 
to GLMCs. A precedent study by Zerfass et al. (2016) employed neo-institutional theories 
in explaining the interactions involving media, society and organisations. Therefore, it is 
deemed that there is an existing literature gap on leadership communication that needs to 
be addressed.

Research questions 
1) How important is communication to leaders as an asset of government-linked media 

organisations in carrying out government mandates? 
2) How do leaders demonstrate leadership communication to improve the corporate 

reputation of government-linked media organisations?  
3) How do communication leaders communicate with people in the industry?

Significance of study
The present study adds to the existing literature on organisational communication in 
the local Malaysian context focusing on leading media government-linked companies, 
which is lacking thus far. Considered as a pioneer study, the present study may yield new 
knowledge, for example, on the management structure of corporate communication and 
corporate reputation in government-linked media companies. It is also hoped that the 
study may inspire future research in leadership communication which remains a vastly 
under-researched subject.

With regard to research method, the study employed in-depth interviews to collect 
data. The study sample was senior management team members in government-linked 
companies who take a leading communication role in the corporate communication 
division. In regard to corporate reputation, the theory of expectations akin to institutional 
theory and its sub-constructs, was explored to further ascertain its applicability. It is hoped 
that this study will be an eye opener and a turning point for the government, specifically 
to revisit and relook at the policies of communication and media in government-linked 
companies.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The methodology involved in-depth interviews with CEOs and their communication 
departments to explore their roles in improving corporate reputation via leadership 
communication. Interviews were conducted with five GLC media firms involving five CEOs, 
two Head of Division, two Managers and two Executives of the Corporate Communication 
Department, whereby all played essential decision-making and leadership roles. Details 
regarding their job description/scope are presented in Table 1. It offers a short participant 
profile to complement the validity and reliability of the method.
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Table 1. Interviews with five (05) GLC media companies involving CEOs, HODs and/ 
Executives
Participant # GLC company Job designation Date of interview Language used in interview

1 ABC CEO 19 April 2019 English 

2 DEF CEO 10  May 2019 English

3 GHI CEO 21 May 2019 English 

4 JKL CEO 24 May 2019 English

5 MNO CEO 23 May 2019 English

6 MNO HOD 13 Sept 2019 English 

7 GHI HOD 10 Sept 2019 English

8 DEF Manager 25 Sept 2019 English 

9 DEF Manager 25 Sept 2019 English

10 MNO Exec 17 Sept 2019 English

11 MNO Exec 18 Sept 2019 English

Analysis of thematic concerns were undertaken alongside theories explored within 
the literature to produce synthesised knowledge and interpretive meaning. The integrated 
knowledge was then evaluated and elaborated to ascertain how the findings address all the 
research questions.

FINDINGS

Core textual themes and sub-themes 
The analysis of the interview data produced three emerging main themes, summarised as 
follows: 
(1) Carry out government mandates
(2) Improve/enhance the reputation of the organisation
(3) Communication with people in the industry

Carry out government mandates
Generally, government-linked media companies are organisations designated as the 
leading agency to carry out government mandates. It is intentionally established to create 
and raise shareholder value, and enhance corporate governance. They are also given other 
tasks to achieve efficiency as well as to raise the excellent reputation and image of the 
government. From the interviews, the participants expressed their views about carrying 
out the government mandates from several multifaceted perspectives.

Participant 1 shared that the company uses media to maintain its reputation, or as 
a tool to enhance reputation, whereby the government is a stakeholder of the company 
that he/she is representing. Hence, the CEO always appraises the conduct of the company 
in this context:

“Our position as a GLC is where the company’s reputation is very 
important, as the company carries the mandate of government”.  
(Participant 1)

Participant 3 fully agreed with Participant 1. According to Participant 3, the GLC 
mandated by the government needs to benefit the people. Thus, the company collaborates 
with the government and takes a leading role to work with other agencies. 
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“The company has two influences, namely [1] government and [2] people of 
the country” (Participant 3)

Additionally, Participant 2 highlighted the context of leadership communication; it 
plays a significant role in safeguarding the national agenda. 

“The responsibility shall be with respect to the customer; a concerned shareholder 
shall be linked with the government. The CEO carries the national agenda, and 
the said person shall be answerable to the shareholder.” (Participant 2)

Within the context of this research, the two crucial roles that CEOs play are 
within the domain of corporate communication. As a professional communicator and 
organisation leader, the CEO constitutes the individual who assumes full responsibility in 
enhancing the corporate reputation to develop the country, wherein the company itself  is 
a well-known brand. 

According to Awais, Awais, & Alhossary (2020), prominent political parties are 
an influencing factor of any country. Concerning corporation reputation, this study 
seeks to comprehend how CEOs assume their duties as political appointees and media 
communication leaders as well as shoulder the government/national inspirations as 
a media firm. Such dual roles are significantly pertinent within the GLCs’ corporate 
communication context. As a communication expert and an organisation leader, assuming 
full responsibility, the CEO strives towards safeguarding corporate reputation. Referring 
to the ever-present immense pressure, Participant 2 claimed that:

“As the CEO shall be required in answering the government as the company 
carries the government/national inspirations. Hence, it must be aligned/
balanced. As a CEO, 2-way communication is required” (Participant 2)

Essentially, leadership comprises two facets: importance of character and the role 
of values as drivers of human behaviour. For that reason, using positive communication is 
an important means of  performing well financially, and also in re-humanising the business 
world (Meyer & Hühn, 2020).  Given this, Participant 7 agreed on the importance of 
government-owned agencies in carrying out the government mandate to lead the country 
to a higher and greater level.

“We are a fully government-owned agency with the mandate to lead Malaysia’s 
Digital Economy Forward. We strategically communicate as our initiatives 
are to enable Malaysians to have a better quality of life through the adoption 
of digital technologies, how companies can benefit from digital adoption and 
how the government can be more effective and efficient enabled by digital 
technologies”. (Participant 7)       

According to Basamh, Huq, & Ahmad Dahlan (2013), GLCs play an essential role, 
specifically in ensuring that Malaysia attains its goal of becoming an advanced nation by 
2020. Participant 7 shared more details:

“As such, they are driven by the aspirations and directions of the government 
of the day but are also rooted in the country’s National Agenda as we strive to 
spur the nation’s Digital Economy forward”. (Participant 7)
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The Malaysian media plays a limited role in disseminating information associated 
with national policies. As such, the corporate communication of GLCs plays the role of 
gaining and  enhancing the support of people towards government policies (Alsagoff, 
2016). In this regard, Participant 7 had this to say: 

“As such, we should be still be seen as a National agenda/initiative even if there 
are changes in the political leadership as we are apolitical, albeit being initiated 
and launched by the current Prime Minister during his earlier tenure as the 4th 
PM of Malaysia”. (Participant 7)     

All GLCs have some main commercial goals wherein the government of Malaysia 
directly controls the stakes. Given this, Mokhtar and Sulaiman (2012) asserted that the 
government is responsible for appointing the senior management and board of directors, 
who are the main decision makers for such firms. Further, the CEO has to make sure that 
the appointed team is acceptable to the stakeholders. 

From the perspective of empirical support, there is not much literature or 
information regarding the CEO’s role in handling corporate reputation via leadership 
communication, particularly in the context of government-owned media companies. In 
this context, Participant 3  highlighted that:  

“As a GLC, our reputation represents the government. Whatever the CEO 
builds for the organisation, it will suitably reflect/build the reputation. In case 
the CEO has reputation issues, then the organisation has reputation issues as 
well.” (Participant 3)

Figure 1 illustrates the main themes involved in carrying out the government mandate 
as discussed by the participants. As depicted in Figure 1, these themes include reputation 
representing the government, linkage of shareholders with government, the institution of 
nation-building which carries the national agenda, and leaders who communicate towards 
improving the corporate reputation of the organisation.

Carry out government mandate 

Reputation 
represents 
the government

Shareholder 
linked to 
government 

Nation-building 
institution

Carry out 
government 
mandate 

 
Figure 1.  The key themes involved in carrying out the government mandate

Improve/enhance the reputation of an organisation
The improvement/enhancement of an organisation’s reputation is another central theme 
primarily highlighted in the interview sessions. According to Peterson (2018), any attempt  
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to reverse a corporation’s negative perceptions or improve a damaged reputation is a 
daunting task. According to Baruah and Panda (2020), corporate reputation which is 
regarded as a multidisciplinary concept, has become a topic of interest for researchers. 
It has also created many waves of change in the corporate world. As an intangible asset, 
corporate reputation brings many advantages as well as many disadvantages that can pull 
a company down. 

Murphy (2010) posited that reputation is accumulated or developed in the long 
term. Reputation is utilised as the primary criterion that involves value or intangible assets. 
The collaborative effort and link between corporate communication teams and the CEO 
would positively contribute to corporate reputation. They are in a position to rebuild trust 
within the business environment by advocating for credibility and transparency in their 
stakeholder and communication relationships (Killingsworth & Flynn, 2016). Additionally, 
due to the rapid development and expansion specifically in information and communication 
technology (ICT), the effect, role and credibility of news as a source of information has 
given great and significant impacts with regard to media platforms, as well as the flow of 
information used in communication (Bayu & Triastuti, 2020).

In the context of corporate communication, the participants admitted that there is 
an existing link between communication teams and the CEO which positively contributes 
towards improving and enhancing the reputation of the organisation. In fact, it is critical 
to maintain an esteemed reputation  from the perspective of the outsider. Participant 2’s 
response with regard to this:

“Overall, reputation shall entail interactions/communications that shall be 
required in being validated internally, as well as externally.” (Participant 2)

Reputation building notably features several challenges. In fact, reputational 
challenges usually create reputation-building opportunities. According to Goldstein (2010), 
in circumstances where problems are poorly handled, reputation could be undermined; on 
the other hand, proper handling of challenges raises reputation. Participant 10 believed 
that in order to gain a good reputation, as well as outstanding performance, all team 
members should work together and provide reliable support to each other:

“Good support and teamwork will enable a good performance in our job, thus 
brings good corporate reputation to the company” (Participant 10)

According to Ragas and Culp (2014), communicators should generally demonstrate 
leadership and managerial competencies. From the perspective of the institutional theory, 
companies are entrenched within social settings and regulated by structural prerequisites, 
which are influenced by the necessity for legitimacy. Consistent with the theory, failing to 
fulfil or meet expectations can have a significant influence on the reputation of a corporation. 
In this context, Davies (2016) highlighted that the status of the company is premised on 
the perceived ability to meet the roles that the public expects; thus, the expectations of  
the public could constitute the criteria for determining the reputation in the corporate 
sector.

Participant 5 briefly mentioned how communication will significantly influence the 
status of an organisation:

“Walk the talk like the same influence reputation.” (Participant 5)
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Additionally, Participant 9 strongly agreed with Participant 5 on the aspect of 
team involvement towards reputation enhancement. This is in reference to corporate 
communication functions. Adopting an exploratory approach, the present study examined 
the notion that the reputation of a company is influenced by the practical nature of 
organisational communication functions. According to Participant 9:

“Supporting team is critical in terms of coordinating, deliverable and executing 
the corporate reputation enhancement activities.” (Participant 9)

Reputational management is one of the aspects utilised as a management role and 
strategic tactic in companies and regarded as an emerging and novel corporate communication 
function. Additionally, this concept is also supported by Zerfass and Volk (2018), where 
corporate communication is considered a service function tasked with creating a good 
reputation through campaigns and press releases. Participant 10 gave her insight into how 
corporate communication is presently structured towards improving corporate reputation:

“…fast and helpful in responding to inquiries and feedback. Using social media 
to promote the organisation.” (Participant 10)

Media significantly impacts reputation. This explains why the focus of the study is 
on the media industry within government-linked company as perceived through leadership 
communication and reputation. Participant 10 emphasised the essential relation between 
reputation and leadership communication. According to her:

“…good reputation and leadership communication as it is part of good branding 
for the company” (Participant 10)

The function of senior corporate communication officers are essential, for instance, in 
the decision-making processes. They play the role of an intermediator in the communication 
department, and frequently report directly to the senior management in the organisation. 
Therefore, collaborative effort and a strong working relationship between corporate 
communication teams and the CEO can have a positive effect on reputation. Professional 
communicators play an essential role in managing issues as well as safeguarding the reputation 
of an organisation and its CEO (Killingsworth & Flynn, 2016). Participant 11 elucidated this:

“Communication represents the company’s corporate image and reputations. 
We work as a team, and Corporate Communications executives also deal with 
the external and internal public relations to increase brand awareness, help 
create integrated brands and generate budgets for the marketing department.” 
(Participant 11)

Generally, the manner in which CEOs and other senior leaders, or management team 
in an organisation value communication management functions, as well as communication 
executives is another vital input for the institutionalisation of communication management.

Past studies have collectively demonstrated that corporate communications directly 
affects the reputation of companies (Cuomo, Tortora, & Metallo, 2013; Floreddu, Cabiddu, 
& Evaristo, 2014). In line with this, Participant 7 stressed the importance of clear and 
concise communication to specific audiences to develop a good reputation:

“Once perceived and proven to be effective and of being able to helm the 
mandate given by stakeholders and when results are clearly communicated 
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to the target audience, the corporate reputation of the organisation will be 
boosted”.  (Participant 7)

Corporate communication can impact corporate reputation. A common argument 
is that the establishment and maintenance of reputation with various groups of 
stakeholders both externally and internally constitutes the reason and purpose of a firm’s 
communication strategy. Participant 6 agreed and acknowledged the importance of giving 
a positive impression for the organisation via connections:

“On account of being a Head of Department in Corporate Communications 
Unit, I have to give a good impression about the organisation, and it reflects the 
corporate reputation”. (Participant 6)

Communication constitutes an essential and necessary human action within 
companies (Budd & Velasquez, 2014). Participant 11 similarly related the importance 
of contact, internally and externally. She stated that engaging both parties is critical and 
should be inclusive, particularly for  a government-linked media organisation, as it will 
greatly improve the reputation. 

  
“To include public engagement communications  internal and external of the 
organisation. Open-book policy of being transparent for any issues that occur, and 
open-door policy by being open for suggestions and opinions.” (Participant 11)                                

According to Bakar, Dilbeck, & McCroskey (2010), there is a correlation between 
organisational effects and employee commitment and communication. Likewise, Zerfass and 
Sherzada (2015) found that CEOs strongly perceive that on an individual basis, they require 
communication to develop a positive reputation. The present study has clearly demonstrated 
that the presence of strong communication can enhance corporate reputation. Participant 9 
stated: 

 
“Communication from top to down is important to give a good image, and 
reputation in the organisation. Messaging flow nicely end-to-end.” (Participant 9)

Presently, a lot of companies are accustomed to different forms of communication, 
including electronic communication (Budd & Velasquez, 2014). This is evident from the 
rising number of social media applications used by netizens to monitor the activities  
of companies. Subsequently, what companies say or do influences corporate  
reputation. A study on the effects of using social media for customer service towards 
building a firm reputation by Guo, Fan, & Zhang  (2020) found that the higher number 
of social media channels used for customer service, the stronger the reputation of  
the company. 

According to Carroll (2011a, 2011b), reputation is inadvertently influenced and 
established primarily and strictly by news in the media. Participant 9 corroborated this by 
stating media plays a significant role in improving the reputation of an organisation:

“…through media teams that always have good rapport among the media 
practitioners in order how we are improving the best reputation and image 
among the public.” (Participant 9)
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In this study, participants explained how the establishment of an organisation’s 
reputation is associated and influenced by strong communication, as represented in Figure 2.

Influence 
reputation of 
organisation

Strong communication 
builds organisation 

reputation

Building 
reputation and 
organisation 

Enhancing the reputation of an organisation

 

Figure 2.  The key themes of enhancing the reputation of an organisation

Leadership communication imperative and stakeholder importance 
To date, leadership communication and corporate reputation have not been accorded 
significant attention. Leadership constitutes the purposeful, controlled transfer of 
meaning through which leaders affect a community, an organisation, group or individual. 
Communication executives have a unique managerial and strategic role within their 
companies (Shugoll, 2012). According to Shugoll, the CEO’s role is premised on two 
domains: leadership communication and organisational leadership. Based on empirical 
evidence, the CEO’s role in handling corporate reputation via leadership communication, 
especially in environments relating to government-owned media company is still lacking. 
As communication employees are not engaged in strategic communication decision-
making, the CEO’s support is seen as even more crucial in communicating to the senior 
management team (Brønn, 2014). 

The perceptions of the interviewed CEOs suggest that strategic communication as a 
process should be institutionalised as a visible and essential component of an organisation’s 
strategic management. New innovative technology adoption has demonstrated a positive 
effect on a company’s business performance. However, according to Caviggioli, Lamberti, 
Landoni, and Meola (2020), not many studies have examined whether technology adoption 
affects corporate reputation. They suggested that medium-sized companies should leverage 
on new technologies as they directly influence reputation and customers as well as potentially 
help companies gain immediate visibility. Therefore, pertaining to corporation reputation, this 
study seeks to comprehend how CEOs discharge their duties as political appointees and media 
communication leaders through means, which do not undermine the media firm’s reputation. 

Meng (2015) asserted that the current managerial leadership significantly determines 
how communication leaders conduct their leadership activities. According to Zerfass and 
Viertmann (2017), the success of corporations is not solely dependent upon shareholders 
but also on the strong links with different stakeholders including influencers of social 
media, mass media, customers, regulators, politicians, and employees. 

Communication plays a significant role in a group or individuals in a company. 
Some past studies have looked at how CEOs play leadership roles progressively (Jin, 2010; 
Meng, Berger, Gower, & Heyman, 2012). A damaging reputation can culminate in a crisis, 
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especially in terms of communication. Participant 4 shared his insight into the role of CEO 
handling communication-related matters:

“CEO has created the “CEO office” with a role to handle any communication 
matters.” (Participant 4)

Participant 1 shared the same opinion as Participant 4. According to her, 
communication should come under the purview of the CEO office, specifically in handling 
matters related to media:

“…the same needs to be nearer to the CEO as I engage with the media in a 
direct manner.” (Participant 1)

Thus, corporate communication constitutes a management function, which provides 
a framework of effective coordination for all external and internal communication. 
According to Participant 3, the alignment of communication is necessary and should not 
be left out. In other words, the company requires internal and external communication that 
complement each other: 

“…reputation shall involve all: the reputation of the organisation, the reputation 
of CEO, and politician reputation.” (Participant 3)

Further, a leader should have the ability to speak and write in a language anticipated 
of corporate leaders, that is, in a concise, accurate, and clear manner. According to Huffaker 
(2010), powerful and clear messages are considered more persuasive, particularly in helping 
leaders to communicate ideas. This is because powerful language is directly connected to 
more effective persuasion and higher credibility (Alvídrez & Franco-Rodríguez, 2016). 
Leaders must be reliable and good in communication because it will make or break the 
organisation’s reputation. Participant 4 had this to say: 

“CEO critically, and importantly, must take a leading role in communication.”                     
(Participant 4)

The role that corporate communication leaders play has been debated extensively 
(Hamrefors, 2010; Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014). However, empirical research regarding 
the communication activities of CEO as well as those delegated to external consultants and 
other members of a company is scarce. Nonetheless, communication is often considered a 
central component of leadership. 

As a leader, the CEO’s communication constitutes an essential aspect since it 
reflects and represents the company’s reputation. As indicated by the Reputation Institute 
(2017), reputation revolves around seven facets or dimensions that include performance, 
leadership, citizenship, governance, workplace, innovation, and services/products.

An inextricable connection exists between communication and leadership. 
Leadership takes place through communication and interaction. Participant 3 elaborated 
on this concept by explaining the communication hierarchy, which includes the Chief 
levels, or “C-suites”. However, everybody will come together in an organised and “single-
minded” manner to communicate the same message:

“As a leader, CEO talks about value, strategies, and results. COO talks about 
operational matters. HOD will be assigned other matters.” (Participant 3)
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The collaborative effort and link between the corporate communication teams and 
the CEO generates a positive effect on the company’s reputation. This is true as according 
to Killingsworth and Flynn (2016), professional communicators play an essential role in the 
management of issues as well as the reputation of an organisation and CEOs. Additionally, 
journalists not only base their reports on facts, but must verify if  the facts are true and 
accurate (Porlezza, 2019). Participant 7 explained how the communication leader takes the 
lead of the communication team. She asserted that corporate communication must be well 
presented/structured towards improving corporate reputation: 

“The communications team is key to the organisation’s well-being. However, 
this does not mean that the onus only lies with the corporate communications 
team. All staff is constantly reminded of our core values and the importance 
of communicating well and ensuring clarity, facts, and substance in the way we 
communicate.”  (Participant 7)

Additionally, and in the context of the structure of organisation, when employees, 
managers, and leaders follow and adopt institutional rules, the organisation they represent 
becomes more distinct. As indicated earlier, the four functions of communicative leaders 
are representing, relating, facilitating, and structuring. As a frontliner, CEOs represent and 
personify their companies via their visibility in the media. According to Zerfass et al., (2016), 
formal leaders primarily represent firms within the public sphere, through the positioning of 
senior executives and CEOs in the social and mass media. In regard to this, Participant 7 stated:

“Be it in our speech, behaviour, corporate branding, etc., we are representatives 
of our organisation, and thus, all are tasked to fly the company flag high”. 
(Participant 7)

As illustrated in Figure 3, the interlinkage between the communication role and 
communication with stakeholders, as well as communication among team members is key 
towards helping leaders improve and maintain corporate reputation as an essential asset.

Communication 
role representing 

organisation

Communication 
among team members

Communication 
with 

stakeholders

Leadership Communication 

 

Figure 3. Leadership communication 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Overall, the findings of the study provided significant practical contributions in terms of 
new knowledge on corporate communication and corporate reputation. It is sufficient to 
conclude that leadership communication which is tasked with carrying out the government 
mandate should enhance their communication with their stakeholders in order to enhance 
corporate reputation.

Sub-theme 1: Carry out government mandates 
For this sub-theme, the findings reveal that CEOs and senior management team are 
influential and play a vital role in corporate communication in the context of GLCs 
(particularly the communication and media industry). Additionally, a significant  
correlation exists between reputation enhancement as an intangible asset of the company 
through leadership communication. Most importantly, CEOs and the senior management 
team of GLCs are the primary members who shoulder the task of carrying out government 
mandates through their communication with other stakeholder groups. 

Sub-theme 2: Enhance the reputation of company 
In addressing how a communicative leader enhances corporate reputation,  the status of a 
leader in a company like a CEO is integral for the overall reputation as well as its overall 
success. In line with previous findings, this study also reveals that the global status of 
leaders is required for investing, managing, as well as leveraged for reaping benefits. The 
leader is also responsible for attracting working partners, investors, new employees, clients, 
as well as trusted for corporate decisions (Zerfass et al., 2016; Men & Jiang, 2016; Jiang & 
Men, 2017; Waldron & Schary, 2019). Naveed, Ali, Iqbal, and Sohail (2020) examined the 
role of financial and non-financial information and investment by analysing the mediating 
effect of corporate reputation. Their findings suggest that financial and non-financial 
information remain significant and is perceived to build corporate reputation and influence 
investment decisions. 

Sub-theme 3: Improve leadership communication value through social 
media
As the personal reputation of a CEO generates much interest, it is vital to highlight 
the importance of improving communication values with both external and internal 
stakeholders. It should also be noted that news media play an important role in building 
and maintaining corporate reputation. According to Vogler (2020), a company’s orientation 
toward news media continues to be the promising strategy in managing reputation. In 
this regard, leading corporations have developed the necessary infrastructural facilities as 
well as human resources to interact with the varied segments of the public to build as 
well as maintain strong effective networks with diverse stakeholder groups as a means of 
reputation management.

Scope and limitations of study 
This study looked at CEOs and the senior management of communication departments 
in the context of corporate reputation and leadership communication that are under-
researched. For instance, past research mainly focused on non-GLC media firms or with 
regard to GLCs, on different topics such as financial performance (Mohd Nasir, 2017; 
Rahman, N. A., & Razali, M. W. M., 2019). 
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The main limitations of this study include the circumscribed sample (due to the 
difficulty of interviewing CEOs directly) and the lack of various background variables 
that are needed to substantiate the suggested links between engagement in communication 
activities and longevity. Also, it is necessary to point out that this study is focused in the 
GLC context, characterised by some peculiarities, such as a specialisation in media. In 
short, the scope of this study was limited to investigating the role of CEOs in managing 
leadership communication   and corporate reputation structurally, at government-linked 
media companies in Klang Valley only. As such, the study did not include the private 
sector and it was limited to government-linked media companies related to mass media. 
Finally, as the study adopted a qualitative approach, it did not provide any quantitative 
data related to the topic.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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