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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to develop a reputation model for higher education programmes,
provide empirical evidence for the model and illustrate its application by using Copenhagen
Business School (CBS) as the recurrent case. The developed model is a cause-and-effect model
linking image to reputation via rational and emotional evaluations as well as relevant corporate
identity determinants. As reputation, image and identity are very complex concepts, it is
important to determine which of the many elements should be included in the model. This paper
discusses why a given aspect is important for higher education reputation and which relations
exist between the included determinants from a theoretical perspective. It is demonstrated how
the model and measurement system may be a useful management tool for the improvement of the
reputation of a higher education. In this way, the model can help leaders of higher education
institutions to set strategic directions and support their decisions in an effort to create even better
study programmes with a better reputation. Finally, managerial implications and directions for
future research are discussed.

Keywords: Reputation, image, corporate identity, higher education, structural equation
modelling.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Challenges for higher education institutions
The international knowledge society has challenged modern higher education institutions quite
extensively in later years.

Higher education institutions should look at the employers’ demands and expectations of future
employees. Today, the employers demand that the competencies achieved by the graduates
during their education match the companies’ competency needs. In other words, the educations at
higher education institutions should be developed to optimally stimulate the candidates’ abilities
to perform in the labour market. It is worth noting that this labour market is characterised by
many different languages and cultures.

There is a need for ’global candidates’, which is very pronounced in a country such as Denmark.
This need is emphasised in a survey carried out by the Confederation of Danish Industries among
100 of its member companies; the survey showed that companies were looking for “employees
with language and intercultural competencies and a technological understanding, capable of
cooperating in global company environments”. On this background, the Confederation of Danish
Industries (2002, p. 7) recommended that educations incorporate a stronger global perspective
and content.

The Association of Presidents of Danish Higher Education Institutions (2004, p. 7) also
emphasizes the importance of this and points out that it is natural that Danish higher education
institutions should educate labour for the Danish market, but as the market is increasingly being
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globalised, there is a need for candidates with international-orientated competencies. As the
Confederation of Danish Industries (2002, p. 10) highlights, there is a tendency towards "metanational companies with global business processes, where the company, regardless of the number
of subsidiaries, is characterised by a company culture and organisation that does not consider
country borders".

The Confederation of Danish Industries' (2002, p. 3) survey also shows that there is a great need
for "graduates within economics and business administration to practice their practical
competencies more, that is, their ability to transfer theoretical knowledge to concrete action in the
company" as well as for the graduates to be "capable of learning, managing and distributing
knowledge within networks in the surrounding world".

These new competency needs require the study programmes to undergo innovation and product
development, so new study programmes and learning types can be developed and existing study
programmes continuously improved.

To be innovative today requires higher education institutions to be more open and enter into
closer and more committed cooperation on research and teaching with the business community
and others. This has resulted in the establishment of so-called employer panels, which are meant
to provide advice on the development of the labour market’s competency needs. In these panels,
users, employers and graduates are given the opportunity of providing input - for example when
new research and educations are being drafted. ‘Innovation through a strengthened dialogue with
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the surrounding world will clarify the educations’ competency profile and the employment
options for the students’. Only in this way will the higher education institutions succeed in
educating the employees the companies need in future.

Higher education institutions are faced with a growing international education market that is
increasingly being commercialised. The higher education institutions should offer educations of
high quality that can measure up to the best international educations. This is a great challenge for
the higher education institutions, which means that the teaching and research they offer should be
so unique that students and researchers are willing to travel far to be inspired by these
environments. The increased competition between the higher education institutions (not just the
domestic competition in Denmark, but to an equal degree the competition between Danish and
foreign higher education institutions) will result in the caution that higher education institutions
should not take it for granted that the Danish students will automatically choose to study at
Danish higher education institutions. In the last ten years, Danish students have become much
more mobile, and many students leave to study for a shorter or longer period at a foreign
institution. Thus, higher education institutions in Denmark have a common responsibility to
ensure that, in the future, Denmark will also be able to maintain and attract the best students in
fierce competition with the best higher education institutions abroad.

In recent years, higher education institutions have experienced a growing number of students
with increasingly greater demands of not just the quality of teaching, but also of the international
study environment to provide them with a competency profile to ensure interesting employment
options after they graduate. The students demand quality in their education, which among other
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things means that they perceive education as meaningful, developing, engaging and interesting
and that they acquire knowledge and abilities that obviously qualify them for relevant jobs in the
business community and provides career opportunities.

The higher education institutions are also facing increasing demands from stakeholders such as
politicians, the government, partners, local society and others. The stakeholders demand that the
universities of today "supply relevant services for resources (value for money), supply more
relevant services for additional resources (more value for more money), and are effective,
productive and responsible" (statement by Hans Peter Jensen, the President of Technical
University of Denmark, at a Nordic conference about 'universities in a changing world').

Education is an ongoing process and a case of lifelong learning. Young people are no longer the
only ones to be educated. Today part time-, open-, further-, e-learning educations etc. are
available. The challenge for the higher education institutions is to offer more and better further
educations to the business community, so they become capable of "attracting and maintaining
competent education applicants from Denmark as well as from abroad" (the Association of
Presidents of Danish Higher Education Institutions, 2004). As the Association of Presidents of
Danish Higher Education Institutions writes (2004, p. 6), the "selection of further educations are
being increasingly globalised and commercialised. Many different offers compete for the
education applicants in an increasingly globalised education market".
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All of these new challenges, which the higher education institutions have been facing in later
years, have increased the competition for the best Danish and foreign students, for the best
partnerships with the business community and foreign higher education institutions, for getting
politicians’ good graces, for external funding for research and teaching activities etc. And this
trend is expected to continue.

1.2. Reputation in higher education
With these challenges and increasing competition, the reputation of the institution and its study
programmes is essential for a higher education institution. A Danish higher education institution
enjoying a good reputation abroad will have a better chance of attracting the most talented
foreign students, thus demonstrating to Danish students that the educational programmes at the
Danish higher education institution is of a high quality, internationally oriented, acknowledged
and appreciated outside Denmark (the Association of Presidents of Danish Higher Education
Institutions, 2004, p. 9). Similarly, a good reputation among employers will result in the higher
education institution being positively distinguished from the other higher education institutions
or knowledge institutions. This can lead to employers increasingly having confidence in and
respect for the higher education institution and its study programmes; and in them ultimately
choosing to recruit candidates from this higher education institution rather than from other
institutions.

The reputation of a higher education institution and its study programmes will therefore have farreaching consequences for all of its stakeholders and "raise many strategic and organisational
questions, which reach far beyond the discussion of effective market communication and a
seductive identity" (statement made by Professor Maiken Schultz in the leading Danish business
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newspaper Børsen, 30 January 2004, p. 13). A good reputation will be significant for a higher
education institution's success in future. Thus, in the following, we will be developing and
subsequently empirically validating as well as demonstrating the application of a higher
education reputation model using a Danish case.

The model is general in its structure and can be used on any study programme at a given higher
education institution. In this paper, we use the study programme MSc in Economics and
Business Administration at the Copenhagen Business School (CBS), Denmark as our example.
As CBS is used as case both in the model development and the empirical study, we will briefly
present the institution below.

1.3. About Copenhagen Business School
Copenhagen Business School (CBS) has more than 15,000 students and an annual intake of
around 1,000 exchange students. This number of students as well as around 400 full time
researchers and 500 administrative employees makes CBS the largest business school in Northern
Europe (please visit www.cbs.dk for more information).

Strategically, CBS primarily focuses on three target areas:
• International orientation. CBS regards itself as a European university and strives to be
among the top business schools in Europe. Research and teaching is structured in line with
international standards, and CBS measures its level of quality in comparison with the top
foreign universities.
• Partnerships with the business community. Co-operation with Danish and foreign business
communities is a cornerstone in CBS' strategy. CBS develops study programmes that meet
8

the needs of business executives and employees for lifelong learning. CBS also participates
in application-orientated research collaboration in connection with internationally oriented
basic research. This includes joint research projects, the CBS Partnership Programme and
an increasing number of new business research centres that perform research in
collaboration with enterprises and organisations.
• The learning university. CBS seeks to provide a learning environment that focuses on
learning and individualised skills development rather than teaching and mass education. At
CBS, students are actively involved in the learning process, and new project and problembased teaching methods are developed. For staff, CBS places emphasis on qualities such as
innovative capability, flexibility, and the ability to gather and structure experience in the
organisation.

CBS offers a range of study programmes, including 11 Bachelor programmes, 10 Master
programmes, 9 Executive Master programmes and PhD programmes. In addition, CBS runs a
series of study programmes through Open University as well as an International Summer
University programme. CBS offers Denmark's most comprehensive range of university degrees
in economics and business administration and modern business languages.

In the empirical study in section 4, we focus on one of the master programmes, namely the MSc
in Economics and Business Administration. This programme is CBS' largest study programme
offering 15 different specialisations in 2004, seven of which are taught in English.
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2. Traditional reputation approaches and models
An important prerequisite for developing a higher education reputation model is to understand the
contents of the applied theoretical terms. Unless we have a clear understanding of the terms, we
cannot ’translate’ them to empirically measurable units. Such an operationalisation requires a
breaking down of the theoretical terms into their different components and mutual relations to
obtain better insight into which factors are the most relevant compared to a higher education
problem and therefore should be incorporated into our model.

In this paper, we will especially focus on terms such as corporate identity, corporate image and
corporate reputation and their mutual linkages. We will be taking as our point of departure the
general literature within the area and apply the relevant parts to a higher education context.

A corporate brand’s reputation is created based on the organisation – i.e. its corporate identity. A
corporate brand is built in the minds of external stakeholders such as customers, shareholders, the
government, local communities etc., and the experience of a corporate brand is created on the
basis of communication from and with the company. Here communication is conceived in very
broad terms. Employees represent a significant factor for the external stakeholders’ perception of
the company as a brand – they should link the company and the external environment (Harris &
de Chernatony, 2001). This point of view is also supported by van Rekom (1997, p. 412) who
argues for a close connection between a company’s corporate identity, corporate strategy and
corporate image: ”In the long term, management can influence the organization’s identity, and,
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depending on management’s chosen corporate strategy, can realize an improved or repositioned
corporate image”.

In the next section, we will thus be discussing the terms corporate image and corporate reputation
and the difference between them. In the following section, we will then be discussing the
implication of the term corporate identity. The knowledge gained from the theoretical discussion
will then be used to develop the frame of reference for the higher education reputation model,
together with the knowledge we gain from a discussion of existing models and frames of
reference in the area.

Many authors (e.g. Melewar & Jenkins, 2002; Balmer, 1995; Balmer & Greyser, 2003; Olins,
2002; Einwiller & Will, 2002; Harris & de Chernatony, 2001; Christensen & Askegaard, 2001;
Ind, 1998; van Riel, 1992; van Riel et al., 1998) have in later years written comprehensive
reviews of the literature in areas where differences and similarities between conceptual
definitions have been discussed and put into systems. However, in spite of the growing interest in
understanding and applying terms such as corporate identity, corporate image and corporate
reputation, the literature does not yet present a consensus about the definition and measurement
of the terms or their mutual influence.

2.1. Corporate image and corporate reputation
Gotsi & Wilson (2001) have studied the terms corporate image and corporate reputation and
found two schools of thought: the analogous and the differentiated school; the analogue school
being the oldest and the differentiated school being the present.
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With the analogue school of thought Kennedy (1977), Boulding (1973), Abratt (1989), Dowling
(1986), Ind (1997), Alvesson (1998) and others assume that corporate reputation = corporate
image. Basically, image is perceived as synonymous with reputation, i.e. as identical or
interchangeable terms. Several of the authors do not address whether there is a connection
between the terms and others even leave out corporate reputation entirely from their terminology.
Another aspect that characterises these authors is that they feel that corporate reputation takes a
long time to establish and that it is an aggregated or accumulated experience. Kennedy (1977, p.
124), for example, says that” an image, whether of a product or company, takes many years to
cultivate”, and Ind (1997, p. 21) defines a corporate image as “the picture that an audience has of
an organization through the accumulation of all received messages”.

The other school, the differentiated school of thought, maintains that corporate image and
corporate reputation are two independent terms. This school is divided into three views
depending on how the relation between the two terms is perceived.

Firstly, authors such as Brown & Cox (1997), Brown & Dacin (1997), Grunig (1993) and
O’Sullivan (1983) perceive corporate image and corporate reputation as different, but they do not
address the relation between the two terms. They often emphasise negative associations in
connection with image (Balmer, 1995) and the fact that image can have a manipulative effect. In
line with this, Bernstein (1984) emphasises that corporate image is manufactured and hence is not
a true reflection of the company’s reality, and O’Sullivan (1983) emphasises that the term implies
a degree of falseness, since reality rarely matches the image. This negative perception of the
image term has led to a sole focus on reputation and reputation management.
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Secondly, authors such as Mason (1993) and Barich & Kotler (1991) believe that the relation is
Corporate Reputation => Corporate Image (Gotsi & Wilson, 2001, p. 27). For example, Barich &
Kotler (1991) believe that image represents the sum of beliefs, attitudes and impressions that a
person or group has of an object and that corporate reputation as a variable, together with the
level of public awareness, determines a firm’s corporate image.

Finally, there is a third group of authors who work with a relation of the type corporate image =>
corporate reputation. Thus, these authors assume that image influences reputation. Balmer
(1996), Bromley (1993) and Gray & Balmer (1998) agree with Fombrun (1996, p. 72), who
formulates the relation as follows: ”corporate reputation is a snapshot that reconciles the multiple
images of a company held by all its constituencies”. The implication of this definition is that
corporate reputation is the accumulation of corporate images over time.

Markwick & Fill (1997) formulate the difference between corporate image and corporate
reputation in the following way: “reputation is a reflection of the historical, accumulated impacts
of previously observed identity cues and possible transactional experiences. Consequently,
reputations are more durable than images and may represent a relatively consistent store of
goodwill and support in favourable cases (positive reputations) or distrust and avoidance in
adverse situations (negative reputations). Images may be altered relatively quickly as a result of
organizational changes or communication programmes, whereas reputation requires nurturing
through time and image consistency. By differentiating these two terms, managers are
encouraged to consider the continuity of images and the necessity to build a store of positive
reputation as a prerequisite for successful organization development”.
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In accordance with Markwick & Fill (1997), Formbrun (1996), Balmer(1996) etc. and following
the differentiated school of thought, we also believe that image influences reputation and that
corporate reputation is the accumulation of corporate image over time, which may thus be seen as
the essence of corporate image in the long term. A strong and positive corporate image will all
other things being equal lead to a positive corporate reputation, which will ultimately have a
positive effect on the company’s performance.

2.2. Corporate identity
Topolian (1984), Olins (1990) and Markwick & Fill (1997) define corporate identity as the
organisation’s presentation of itself to its various stakeholders and the means by which it
distinguishes itself from all other organisations.

This definition contains two central elements. Firstly, a company’s identity should be used to
communicate to the world who you are. This central element of corporate identity is further
supported by Alessandri (2001, p. 174) who, in his reviews of many different authors, finds that
”practitioners and scholars seem to agree that corporate identity is very closely related to how a
firm presents itself to the public”. Secondly, a company’s corporate identity is used as a means of
differentiating oneself from others in the market.

Olins (1990) elaborates on the definition in the following way: ”Corporate Identity is the
articulation of what the organisation is, what it does, and how it does it and is linked to the way
an organisation goes about its business and the strategies it adopts”.
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Throughout the years, many authors have studied which elements represent corporate identity;
the table below sums a number of significant perceptions.

Table 1. Corporate identity elements
Birkigt & Stadler

Abratt

Schmidt

Olins

Balmer &

Hatch & Schultz

(1986)

(1989)

(1995)

(1995)

Soenen

(2001)

(1999)


Behaviour



Communication 

Communication 



Symbols

objectives







Organisation





Behaviour



Soul



Vision

Communication 

Communication



Mind



Culture

Corporate

Products

and 

Voice



Image

Behaviour

Functional

culture

communication 

Market

objectives

conditions

Development
of



structures 





services


Physical
environment

Strategies
Products

and

services

and systems


Design

If Table 1 is applied to higher education, we feel that the following elements should be
incorporated as drivers for a higher education reputation:
•

Behaviour in the form of people skills and competencies,

•

Strategy as corporate strategy and study board strategy

•

Communication in the form of marketing communication, corporate communication and
PR

•

Products and services as reflected in the graduates and their competencies

•

Corporate culture in the form of corporate values
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3. A conceptual reputation model for higher education
The study programme whose reputation will be modelled is perceived as a sub-brand with the
higher education institution as the master-brand according to Aaker & Joachimsthaler's (2000)
brand relationship spectrum, which is related to the driver role that brands play. Driver role
means the degree to which a brand drives the choice decision. For sub-brands the master-brand
shares the driver role with sub-brands, either as co-drivers or with the master-brand as the
primary driver (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000, pp. 9-10; Aaker, 2004, pp. 44-48). For the
employers of graduates from Copenhagen Business School (CBS), the reputation of the MSc
programme is determined both by the study programme as sub-brand and the master-brand CBS.
In CBS' communication and brand building of study programmes, the phrasing used is the CBS
MSc programme or the MSc programme at CBS.

The link between a sub-brand and its master-brand is stronger than the link between an endorsed
brand and its endorser (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000, p. 14). Because of this closeness, the
associations regarding the sub-brand may influence the master-brand, and vice versa, which may
present both a risk and an opportunity.

In this connection, the master-brand is a corporate brand embodied by the higher education
institution. According to Franzen & Bouwman (2001, pp. 194-195) “the associations that people
make with the company behind the brand will be different from those that people make towards a
product-related brand or sub-brand. Corporate associations can be divided into six categories:
1. General company characteristics: nationality, internationality, familiarity, history
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2. Capacities of the company: competence, scope of activities, innovation potential,
leadership
3. Economic characteristics: turnover, financial strength and profitability, general success
4. Product-related company associations: product credibility, product quality, design, service
orientation
5. Cultural aspects of the company: Values, ethics, competitiveness, reliability, dynamics,
progressiveness, environmental responsibility, social responsibility, attitude and
behaviour towards personnel
6. People and relationships: leaders, founders, moments of truth, contact with personnel,
customer orientation, responsiveness”

The image transfer from the master-brand (Copenhagen Business School) to the sub-brand (the
MSc programme) is important and therefore several of Franzen & Bouwman’s (2001, pp. 194195) six categories of corporate associations will be relevant to include in the higher education
reputation model, which will appear from Figure 1 and the ensuing discussion.

Figure 1 shows the conceptual reputation model for higher education institutions formulated as a
causal model. It is specified as a structural equation model with nine latent variables, each
measured by a set of indicators, observed by survey questions to employers. The development of
the model is based on relevant theories and empirical surveys as well as practical experience with
the measurement of corporate reputation, corporate image, corporate identity, branding, brand
performance and brand equity. The main inspiration comes from the Fombrun Reputation
Quotient (Fombrun et al. 2000; Fombrun, 2001; Gardberg & Fombrun, 2002; Fombrun & van
Riel, 2003, pp. 52ff), the Reputation Index (Cravens et al., 2003), the Reputation Excellence
17

Index model (Eskildsen et al., 2004), Melewar & Jenkins’ (2002) corporate identity model, Olins’
(1998) and Schmidt’s (1995) corporate identity elements, Franzen & Bouwman’s (2001, pp. 194195) six categories of corporate associations, Keller’s (2001a; 2001b; 2003) Customer-Based
Brand Equity Pyramid and the present authors' work with brand equity modelling (Martensen &
Grønholdt, 2003, 2004a, 2004b).

The arrows in the model show the hypothesized relationships between the variables. These
relationships are supported by theoretical and empirical studies.

Figure 1: The higher education reputation model

Identity

Image

Reputation

Graduates

Corporate
strategy

Rational
evaluations

Management
and employee
competencies
Corporate
values

Reputation

Emotional
evaluations

Study board
strategy

Communication

18

The final response variable, reputation, is first and foremost a function of the employers’ general
image of the study programme and its graduates. With the employers, this image is reflected in a
rational as well as emotional evaluation. Reputation is also a function of a series of mental
associations with the employers, which are linked to a number of determinants for the
organisation’s identity:

the education itself and the graduates competencies developed; the

communication from the institution; and the strategy related to the higher education institution in
general as well as for the study programme specifically. As mentioned earlier, the identity is
determined by the way in which the organisation consistently, credibly and coherently presents
itself to the employers and the means by which it distinguishes itself from all other organisations.

The rational and emotional image evaluations are influenced by the employers’ mental
associations that are linked to the following mix of corporate identity determinants, of which the
first four determinants are the same as for reputation: education, corporate strategy and the study
programme strategy, communication, management and employees’ competencies and corporate
values. As can be seen, several of these corporate identity elements are inspired by Olins’ (1998)
and Schmidt’s (1995) corporate identity elements and Franzen & Bouwman’s (2001, pp. 194195) six categories of corporate associations.

In accordance with the model in Figure 1, the object for an organisation is to manage the
corporate identity determinants in the left side of the model so that it can obtain a favourable
corporate image - of a rational and emotional nature - among the employers of the institutions
graduates. In time, this should result in a favourable reputation. It is hypothesized that the better
the reputation among employers is, the greater the probability of the employers preferring
graduates from the institution in question will be.
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In the following, we will be arguing for the chosen identity determinants that appear in the left
side of the model.

3.1. The model’s identity determinants
One of the primary objectives of a higher education institution is to educate graduates who
possess competencies that are relevant and in demand by the employers, so they can quickly
benefit from them on the job. The graduates can thus be said to be the core offering of a higher
education institution – and may be perceived as the product, if compared to traditional
companies. We are interested in the educations’ reputation among employers, and in this
connection the product, the graduates and their competencies, play a natural role.

However, to produce graduates of value to the employers, competent employees are needed on a
management as well as other levels in the organisation. Here, employees refer to the faculty as
well as administrative staff.

The organisation’s strategies are formulated based on the management’s visions, the institution’s
mission, core issues and brand idea. We believe that the corporate strategy should be based on the
corporate brand idea, including the fact that the objective of a higher education institution is to
produce graduates that live up to employers’ needs and demands.

We live in a society where the markets are often characterised by unpredictability, complexity,
ambiguity, speed and change, which requires employees to be able to multi-task, be generically

20

competent as well as technologically competent, as well as be able to handle self-management,
individuality and creativity. This makes great demands of the higher education institutions in
their continuous development of the study programmes.

It is no longer enough for a leader of a higher education institution to be good at formulating
visions, setting goals, developing strategies, forming partnerships, investing in new and better
rooms and facilities. In future, the best education institutions will be distinguished by the best
leaders, who are capable of mobilising the employees’ creative abilities and individual talents and
transferring this into innovation and performances that the students and employers experience as
enriching and value creating, and will ultimately make the employers prefer graduates from their
institution rather than others. Or it will make the graduates return to the education institution at a
later stage to further educate themselves, participate in seminars, conferences and other
arrangements, or become associated as teachers. For this reason, management must be good at
handling the challenges they face and at seeing new possibilities and creating growth.

In this case, the model is formulated for the purpose of examining the reputation of a study
programme and for this reason it is essential to include the specific strategies for the study
programme, for which the study board is responsible, in addition to the corporate strategies.
Strategies at this level should focus on two things specifically, i.e., how to give the programme a
clear profile to create a strong brand and how to differentiate the institution's study programme
compared to other institutions' competing study programmes to maintain the strong brand over
time and perhaps create possibilities for growth.
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Stuart (1998, pp. 357-373) perceives corporate personality as “the heart of the organisation
embodying the corporate mission, corporate philosophy and core values of the company”.
Corporate values are thus an expression of ”what the organisation actually is” (Markwick & Fill;
1997) and the basis upon which the company builds its strategies, and which should definitely be
communicated to the surrounding world via the management and employees. For CBS, the most
important corporate values may be expressed as ’international orientation’, ’partnership with the
business community’ and 'the learning university' (cf. section 1.3).

Communication covers three areas, i.e. the institution's marketing communication, corporate
communication (from institution, management and employees) as well as general public relations
via publicity in the media (Pelsmacker et al., 2004, pp. 8-12). All of these different types of
communication are employed to translate the organisation’s identity to a corporate image held by
employers and to ultimately create a reputation.

Further specified, the model is a structural equation model with nine latent variables, each
measured by a set of indicators, observed by survey questions to employers. In the following, we
will discuss the concepts of four of the nine latent variables and in this connection, among other
things, emphasise the areas that should be included more or less as they are under each latent
variable and indicate possible survey questions.

3.2. Graduates
For companies offering products (goods and/or services), the quality of these products in itself will
be an important factor in the building of stakeholder attitudes. In principle, a higher education
institution may be perceived as a service company with no physical product. The product is
22

intangible and reflects factors such as the graduates’ academic and social competencies, whether the
companies will be able to benefit from them when they are employed and whether they quickly
become profitable after employment.

The product in a higher education context is thus created as a result of interaction between the
institution's employees and the students, whether in a teaching situation, supervision situation,
contact with the administrative staff etc. In the present higher education context, the students’
competencies will thus have significant influence on the employers' perception of CBS and MSc
programmes at CBS, when it comes to both image and reputation.

The higher education institution's image and reputation with employers in general and its study
programmes specifically is thus a question of correspondence between the employers’ expectations
to the graduates' competencies and the actually experienced competencies.

As the product is thus intangible and very complex, and may also vary significantly in quality
(partially reflected in the graduates' grades), it will be much more difficult to control and manage
than if the case was a physical product. In accordance with Harris & de Chernatony (2001),
customers and other interested parties in a traditional context prefer corporate brands with a clear
and consistent presentation. If this point of view is transferred to a higher education context, it means
that the quality of the education will play a deciding role for the employers’ assessment of the
education specifically and the education institution’s reputation in general.

23

Competencies
We examine the quality of the graduates from an employer’s point of view, and as representatives of
the employers. 253 of Danish Industries has identified and measured the competencies of higher
education graduates. The competencies may be divided into two categories with a number of
competencies grouped under each category:
•

Specialised competencies: in-depth knowledge of the field, wide scope within the field,
language skills, IT skills, communicative skills, business knowledge, application of
theoretical knowledge, ability to create results.

•

Personal competencies: flexibility, commitment, cooperative skills, adaptability, motivation
to learn/try new things, intercultural understanding through specific course themes, results
orientation, and management skills.

Learning
The students' development of these competencies often takes place in a study environment, where
the learning process and benefits from the learning process is essential (cf. section 1.3 about CBS as
a learning university). Via a didactical holistic model for learning in higher education, Martensen &
Grønholdt (2004 Student Evaluation) have isolated a number of underlying determinants that are
controlling for the learning level specified in accordance with Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of
cognitive learning objectives. These determinants are:
•

Qualifications: the students’ own personal and academic qualifications for pursuing the study
programme.
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•

Settings: physical surroundings, time of teaching, availability of information to and about
teaching, study secretariat, student guidance service, other service facilities, student
environment etc.

•

Objectives: the objective of the MSc programme, the students’ knowledge of the goals,
correspondence between own goals and the goals of the study programme as well as the
teachers’ elucidation of goals through the courses.

•

Content: relating to whether the programme courses contribute to the fulfilment of study
goals, and whether the programme is well organised with respect to objectives, courses,
content, syllabi and exam types, workload etc.

•

The learning process: relating to whether the courses are inspiring, whether the students gain
an overview of the learning process throughout the period, whether they are clear on what the
purpose of each course programme is, whether the classes reflect the purpose of the
individual course programmes, whether the programme allows the student enough space for
personal commitment and active participation in class, whether courses reflect exam
requirements, whether during the programme the student has a sense of her/his own progress
and deficiencies in the learning process, and whether the study environment is active and
enthusiastic.

As the above-mentioned factors determine the learning and competencies achieved at a higher
education institution, the faculty is not the only factor in the learning process; the students, the
institution and the administrative staff also play a role.
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Value
Another aspect the latent variable graduates should also reflect is whether the graduates via their
education create benefit or added value for the employers. This particular issue is the 'raison
d’être' for any higher education institution and further differentiates one institution from another.
With the present increasing internationalisation movement encouraging students to take part of
their education at a foreign university, it will be essential to the ’battle’ for (the best) students to
be able to offer something supplementary than other universities – to create value for the
individual student and ultimately the employers.

For this reason, the term added value is a central term within the branding theory discussed by
authors such as Murphy (1992), Kapferer (1997), de Chernatony and McDonald (2003).
Naturally, the authors have slightly different views of the term. De Chernatony and McDonald
(2003), for example, are more concerned with discussing how ’added values’ are created,
whereas Kapferer (1997), for example, focuses more on how to administrate and maintain these
added values once they are created.

According to de Chernatony and McDonald (2003), a brand may create added value if its
signalling power and quality is high, if the significance of the price is downplayed at the expense
of the added value, if the brand has customers who are strongly loyal, and if it cannot be
immediately replaced by other products. These characteristics distinguish generic products from
brands. If transferred to our context, it means that a higher education institution aiming to create
added value should educate talented and competent graduates with special abilities of particular
relevance to the business community; and that candidates via their education should aim to
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achieve a high level of knowledge and competency resulting in fast profitability for the
companies.

A higher education institution scoring high on the above-mentioned characteristics will in all
likelihood be perceived by employers as an institution that educates better graduates than other
institutions and in general differentiates itself positively from other similar institutions. This will
have a positive effect on the employers’ respect for the institution and they will have great faith
in the institution in general and be proud to attract and hire its graduates. All in all, an education
that creates added value will be noticed by employers and mentioned positively to other
interested parties. In this way, the graduates will ultimately have a positive influence on the
reputation of the study programme and the higher education institution.

3.3. Communication
Here communication includes three categories (Pelsmacker, 2004, pp. 8-12):
•

Corporate communication

•

Marketing communication

•

Public relations

According to Blauw (1994), corporate communication may be defined as ”the integrated
approach to all communication produced by an organisation, directed at all relevant target groups.
Each item of communication must convey and emphasise the corporate identity” (cited by van
Riel, 1995, p. 25).
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Three conditions should be emphasised in relation to this definition: firstly, that it is an integrated
approach to the communications activities generated by all functional departments of the
company; secondly, that the communication is directed towards all relevant target groups, which
should be understood broadly as many different stakeholders (e.g. customers, suppliers, investors,
authorities and the public); and finally that the communication should support and strengthen the
company’s identity.

Van Riel (1995, pp. 26) writes that ”corporate communication is an instrument of management
by means of which all consciously used forms of internal and external communication are
harmonised as effectively and efficiently as possible, so as to create a favourable basis for
relationships with groups upon which the company is dependent”. He points out that corporate
communication is a management tool aimed at ensuring an adequate degree of consistency across
all communication, both internal and external, thus making sure that the organisation’s different
stakeholders get a clear perception of who and what the company is, ultimately ensuring that the
basis of a relationship exists.

The significance of consistent communication has also been emphasised by Ind (1998) who
argues that “if you communicate in a consistent tone it confers credibility on what you say, helps
people to understand your message and achieves economies of communication”.

In addition to ensuring consistency across different communication forms, Ind (1998, p. 28) also
recommends that marketing communication in particular should contain a number of elements
such as:
•

A realistic reflection of the company’s identity (survey question)
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•

Relevant and motivating for the target group (survey question)

•

Unique and not just a replica of a successful competitor’s communication (survey
question)

The first point refers to the fact that in general the organisation should communicate in
accordance with its core values. Student, employers and other stakeholders should feel that the
institution and its study programmes live up to the promises given through its communication. If
this is not the case, it may either create a credibility gap or result in the communication being
perceived as irrelevant. As Ind (1997, p. 73) writes, ”communication strategies should always be
a unique reflection of an organisation”. Thus, generally, it is important to ensure consistency
between the organisation’s communication and core values, which requires management to be
proficient in communicating the company’s vision and values to the surrounding world (survey
question).

The next point relates to the notion that communication should be relevant and motivating for the
employers. Therefore, the communication should take as its point of departure the motives and
needs the employers aim to fulfil by hiring graduates from the higher education institution. Relevant
and pertinent communication can help create and maintain the employers’ interest and involvement,
which may form the basis of a stronger relationship, in which the employers see the use of hiring
graduates from the education institution in question. Conversely, relevant communication probably
will not have a positive effect on the relationship; a likely assumption would be that it will have a
negative effect on the employers’ associations and attitude to the education specifically and the
institution in general. For this reason, the communication should be based on the overall idea and
value positioning with adjustments to different stakeholders, so that the same message is not
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necessarily conveyed to all. All in all, the company’s communication should be consistent and
relevant for the selected target groups (survey questions).

The company’s communication should be distinguished from other communication and not just
be a replica of the competitors’ successful campaigns. The communication should be based on a
unique value positioning with a clear direction, creating a clear understanding with the
stakeholders. In addition to the communication being relevant for the target group, this means
that you should focus on ”a unique product for the few – rather than a fairly good product for the
masses” (Kunde, 2001, p. 111) (survey question).

Ind (1997, p. 75), however, points out that the differentiation need not be radical, but may be
based on subtle or clever differences. This could prove necessary within the different CBS MSc
programmes, offering different specialisations (lines) in the marketing area, as students,
employers and others may experience difficulty distinguishing between the lines. For
communication purposes, the value positioning may also provide adequate differentiation. If all
other higher education institutions promote themselves through the education of internationally
competitive graduates, CBS would probably not be able to use this as the only basis of
differentiation in its communications. A more pronounced value positioning is required, the
purpose of which is to be distinguished from others and to dare to be different, at the same time
representing something unique in the eyes of the stakeholders.

Marketing communication includes (Hutton, 1996):
•

Traditional mass-media advertising

•

Corporate advertising
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• Sales force and channel communications, trade shows, direct marketing, sales
promotions, etc.
•

Product publicity, brochures and other collateral materials, sponsorships, etc.

For a higher education institution, marketing communication serves to supply information about
the institution and its study programmes and attract new students to the institution. In addition to
the above-mentioned categories, the communication also includes the institution's web site and
open day events.

Public relations refer to media reports about the company and its activities. Positive press is an
advantage for the company, as the communication emanates from a seemingly neutral source and
thus appears as even more credible than the company’s own communication (survey question). In
contrast, the company will be very vulnerable to negative press, as in these cases the press will often
be found more credible than the suffering company. Berlingske Nyhedsmagasin (Denmark's leading
business magazine) has carried out a survey among business managers regarding the company’s
management of bad press. The result showed that the companies that without hesitation accepted
responsibility and the consequences of their actions leading to the crisis suffered the least damage to
their image. Thus, it is not enough to just renounce the press’ claims; this will not increase the
credibility of the company. The company has to come forward and demonstrate that they really
accept responsibility (Berlingske Nyhedsmagasin, 2002).
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3.4. Rational and emotional evaluations
Innovativeness
An organisation’s ability to be creative and innovative is one of its most vital competencies, since it
reflects the organisations’ ability to generate future earnings. In a higher education context, this
means that the employers should regard the institution and its study programmes as interesting,
exciting and innovative. In a higher education context, future earnings are among other things
created by a sufficient student basis, which in Denmark can release public funds; additionally,
external funding and corporate sponsorships may be achieved for research projects.

Aaker (1996a) also found that innovation is one of the most important corporate brand associations.
According to Aaker (1996a, p. 118), a corporate brand perceived in consumers’ minds as innovative
is often associated with being modern and up-to-date. Other consumer associations typically linked
to an innovative organisation is its ability to anticipate customer demands, to be creative, to navigate
the market successfully, to be a party in market creation and to continuously find new directions and
reinvent itself.

In a higher education context, being innovative means conducting research on a high
international level and communicating this research – together with other state-of-the-art
knowledge – through the study programmes. In a higher education context, the necessity of
knowledge transfer is a key issue. However, to be innovative also means that the institution must
continuously adapt or develop its education portfolio to employers’ needs and demands. These
are precisely the abilities that characterise good education institutions and distinguish the best and
highest ranking institutions from others in an international benchmarking context.
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Customer orientation
One of the primary purposes for a higher education institution such as CBS is to achieve student
and employer satisfaction. This requires the institution to be customer oriented - to listen,
analyse and act based on stakeholders’ needs and demands and to strive to live up to their
expectations. It is vital for an organisation wishing to be customer oriented to take as its point of
departure the customers’ (students, employers, etc.) perception rather than the organisation’s own
perception. This is true both in relation to the development of the master programme, its different
courses and examination forms and “the added values” supporting the master education. In this
context, added values could e.g. be good and fast service from the study administration and other
secretariat functions, the extent and availability of electronic journals from the library, institution
opening hours in general and the library specifically, the adequacy of suitable teaching and group
rooms etc.

Being customer oriented may also be seen as an opportunity for a higher education institution to
differentiate itself from other education institutions and thus create added value for stakeholders.
According to Aaker (1996a, p. 127), a corporate brand associated with customer orientation will
stimulate a feeling of ”friendship” in the minds of the consumers, which can give the consumer a
sense of respect, honesty and reliability towards the corporate brand and thus ultimately strengthen
the relationship to the company.

Differentiation
In theory and practice about branding, it is argued that a brand should differentiate itself from its
competitors and offer the market something unique (see e.g. Aaker, 1996a, 2004; Keller, 2003).
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Unlike a product brand, a corporate brand makes it possible for a company to position itself in the
minds of the consumers with a broader and more varied image than usually possible through the
product itself. As Keller (2000, p. 115) puts it, ”a corporate brand is distinct from a product brand
in that it can encompass a much wider range of associations. A corporate brand thus is a powerful
means for firms to express themselves in a way that is not tied into their specific products or
services”.

Associations created based on the company’s identity, such as the company’s culture, core
values, people, strategies and products, express that which makes the company unique and
special, which may then serve as the point of departure for differentiation. Aaker (1996a, p.115)
expresses it as follows, ”the basic premise is that it takes an organisation with a particular set of
values, culture, people, programs, and assets/skills to deliver a product or service. These
organisational characteristics can provide a basis for differentiation, a value proposition and a
customer relationship”. Taking for instance its core values and strategies as the point of
departure, an organisation may thus create associations that make the consumer experience an
emotional value in addition to the more functional attributes.

Trust and credibility
Several authors believe that an essential and very important part of a brand is the trust consumers
have in the brand living up to their expectations, both regarding functional and emotional benefits
(Aaker, 1996a, p. 245; Jacobsen, 1999; Kapferer, 1997, pp. 15, 18-20). The consumers’ trust
should be earned by the organisation and it may be seen as a prerequisite for the development of
an attitude-based relation between the consumer and the organisation. As Gobé (2001, p. xxix)
writes, ”Honesty is expected. Trust is engaging and intimate. It needs to be earned”.
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From a consumer perspective, trust helps to reduce the perceived risk linked to the purchase or
use of an organisation’s products (Feldwick, 1999, pp. 21-24). Trust also provides assurance of
quality, reliability, etc. and is thus a factor in providing the consumer with the experience of
dealing with a credible and reliable organisation – a factor that is important in connection with
the consumer’s decision process. Thus, the organisation should be careful not to communicate
values that they cannot live up to. In the worst case, consumers will lose faith in the organisation
and leave them for their competitors.

Another dimension of this aspect is credibility. It is important for organisations to have high
credibility. Many empirical studies show that the consumers’ perception of an organisation’s
credibility plays a central role for their perception of and attitude to the organisation, its products
and communication (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Goldberg & Hartwick, 1990; LaBarbera, 1982).
For example, LaBarbera (1982) found that if corporate credibility was not present, then the
organisation’s communication would not create a favourable response.

The organisation’s credibility also plays a significant role for the consumers’ future relationship
with the organisation. Thus, Laroche, Kim & Zhou (1996) found that familiarity with a brand
seems to affect consumers’ faith in the brand, which will in turn influence their brand
relationship. Lafferty & Goldsmith (1999, p. 114) found that “…in the case of high corporate
credibility, when the brand attributes are lacking, the reputation of the firm may give the
consumers more confidence that the product is a good one and make them significantly more
willing to purchase the brand”. Fombrun (1996) presents a similar argument, namely. that
“…consumers’ perceptions of the trustworthiness and expertise of an organisation are part of the
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information they use to judge the quality of the organisation’s products and therefore whether
they want to buy them or not”.

Therefore, being a credible organisation considerably influences the consumers’ attitude toward
the brand and its communication, and eventually the consumers’ future relationship with the
organisation and its products. For this reason, the organisation should make a real effort to find
out what they need to do to create high credibility among consumers. This advice may also be
transferred to higher education institutions and their stakeholders.

Feelings
Today, the consumers take excellence in functional features for granted. In future, the consumers
will require brands to ”dazzle their senses, touch their hearts, and stimulate their minds”. They
want brands to “deliver an experience” (Schmitt, 1999, p. 57). Therefore, brands should help
make life more exciting, and create added value by giving the consumers a number of positive
sensorial experiences that will remain in their emotional memory on a level beyond need. Brands
should provoke excitement and evoke a higher experience than simply product-function. Brands
should create positive feelings with us – we need to feel touched emotionally (Kunde, 2001).
People want brands with more promise than simply ‘cleaner and whiter teeth’. They want an
intense and fantastic experience. In this way, the kind of memorable emotional brand relation that
will establish brand preference and create brand loyalty is achieved.

We believe that the term feelings is also justified in a higher education context. The demand for
brands to provoke excitement and evoke a higher experience than simply product-function and to
create positive feelings with consumers, touching them emotionally, means that MSc graduates
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from CBS should differentiate themselves from other graduates on specialised competencies, e.g.
in-depth knowledge of their field, a broad scope of knowledge, application of theoretical
knowledge and ability to create results. In future, employers expect that graduates from a higher
education institution possess some of these specialised competencies. For an institution to survive
in the long run, such specialised competencies will quite simply be a prerequisite.

The graduates’ own personal competencies, e.g. flexibility, commitment, cooperative skills,
adaptability, motivation to learn/try new things, and management skills, will thus play a central
role for the employers’ feelings. In future, employers will be more impressed by softer
competencies. These softer competencies will to a higher degree be touching the employers
hearts, stimulating their minds and giving them a feeling of prestige when hiring a graduate from
a particular institution.

In addition to survey questions in relation to the reputation model, the employers were also asked
about the importance they placed on different specialised and personal competencies when hiring
a recently graduated MSc candidate, and to what degree a recently graduated MSc candidate from
CBS live up to their competency needs. This part of the survey shows that personal competencies
play a central role for employers, and that the personal competencies most valued by the
employers are the graduates’ motivation to learn/try new things, their commitment, cooperative
skills and adaptability.
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4. An empirical study
4.1. Methodology and data
As mentioned in section 3.1, the conceptual model in Figure 1 is specified as a structural equation
model with nine latent variables, each operationalised by a set of survey questions to the
employers. The questions used to operationalise the model were developed based on literature
studies and existing reputation, image and identity measurement instruments, and designed in a
generic way meaning they were formulated in general terms, allowing them to be used across
different types of higher education institutions and study programmes. One of the methodology's
central elements is the use of a harmonised model and measurement instrument with generic
questions, so the estimated results can be compared across study programmes and institutions.

To validate the higher education reputation model, a survey was conducted during the spring of
2004 using CBS as a case study. The data includes approximately 150 Internet interviews with
employers of MSc graduates from CBS. A questionnaire was designed consisting of 52 generic
questions measuring the model’s nine latent variables. The questionnaire was supplemented with
approximately 40 questions, examining the employers’ knowledge of and involvement in CBS
and the MSc programme as well as the employers’ assessment of the competencies of MSc
graduates from CBS. We also added six screening and background questions. Most of the
questions were formulated as statements, to which the respondent was asked to rate her/his level
of agreement on a 5-point scale (from 'strongly disagree' to 'strongly agree').
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Based on the data collected, the model in Figure 1 was estimated using a partial least squares
(PLS) method (Fornell & Cha, 1994; Chin, 1998). PLS estimates the performance level for each
of the nine latent variables and impact scores between the variables.

4.2. Initial data analyses
Several analyses have been carried out to select and assess the final items and provide
methodological validation of the latent variables in the reputation model.

The original item list contained 52 survey questions, of which 44 items were retained (3-7 items
correspond to each of the nine latent variables), based on the results of several repeated analyses.

Analyses of internal consistency reliability were also carried out. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
was first calculated for the items of each latent variable. The items that did not significantly
contribute to the reliability were eliminated for parsimony purpose, and some of the items were
substituted. In the study, Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 0.69 to 0.92 for eight of the nine latent
variables based on the reduced items. These values are at the level with or clearly higher than the
generally recommended lower limit of 0.70 for Cronbach's alpha (Hair et al., 1998, p. 118;
Robinson et al., 1991), indicating that all the items in each latent variable form a single, strongly
cohesive and conceptual construct. Only one latent variable did not fulfil this prerequisite,
namely education, which only achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.59. Nevertheless, we have opted
to accept the variable and its items.

Furthermore, explanatory factor analyses were conducted to examine whether the items produced
the proposed factors and whether the individual items were loaded on their appropriate factors as
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hypothesised. A factor analysis using a varimax-rotation technique was conducted on all items
and the results supported the proposed nine-factor solution.

Finally, confirmatory factor analyses based on the correlation matrix of the items were conducted
to assess the items of the latent variables more rigorously. Specifically, the confirmatory factor
analyses were used to detect the hypothesised uni-dimensionality of each construct, which the
results supported.

These initial results provided evidence of reliability and construct validity.

4.3. Estimation and validation of the model
Figure 2 shows the estimated model for CBS’ MSc programme with performance indexes for
each latent variable (these are shown inside the circles) and impact scores between the latent
variables (these are illustrated by the arrows).

The performance index for a latent variable is estimated by a weighted average of scores from the
corresponding indicators (survey questions), transformed from the original 5-point scale to a 0- to
100-point (poor-to-excellent) scale. For example, graduates have an estimated performance index
of 65 as shown in Figure 2.

An impact score represents the effect of a change in the performance index of 1 point in a latent
variable. E.g., a 1-point increase in the performance index for education directly results in a 0.13
increase in the rational evaluations’ index, in a 0.11 increase in the emotional evaluations’ index
and in a 0.11 increase in the reputation index as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Estimated CBS MSc Programme Reputation Model
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All the relationships between the latent variables shown in Figure 1 have been tested, and only
the significant relationships are shown in Figure 2.

The estimated model in Figure 2 shows that the reputation of the CBS MSc programme is created as
an interactive result of rational and emotional evaluations and as a direct effect of education,
communication and the study board’s strategy.

In this case, the emotional factors are twice as strong as the rational factors; the reputation of a
given CBS master education is thus far more influenced by emotional factors such as trust in and
respect for CBS educations as well as whether the employers associate prestige with hiring graduates
from CBS. Since education is an intangible product, it will be more difficult to relate to the
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reputation of the education in a rational fashion, and experience has furthermore shown that when it
comes to intangible products, in most cases the heart controls our attitudes and decisions. The
rational evaluations reflect conditions such as differentiation, innovation and customer orientation,
which are difficult for the respondents to weigh without some knowledge of the field.

In the sample forming the basis of the empirical analysis, 92% were generally familiar with the
Danish MSc programme within economics and business administration, and among these 92%
approximately 1/3 had no knowledge of the MSc programme at CBS or only knew of the name,
approximately 1/3 had slight knowledge of the CBS MSc programme and approximately 1/3 knew
something or quite a lot of the CBS MSc programme. Since only 1/3 of those who had knowledge of
the MSc programme know the CBS MSc programme well or very well, we have to conclude that
CBS has an awareness problem among the employers. This may be one of many reasons why the
rational evaluations only achieved a performance index of 66 versus the emotional evaluations that
achieved an index of 72; if asked to evaluate something you have little knowledge of, you usually
give it a neutral score.

It can also be observed that two of the model’s determinants only influence the rational
evaluations and not the emotional ones, namely management and employee competencies and the
MSc study board. Consequently, the fact that the CBS faculty and management are talented and
competent does not significantly influence the employers’ trust in and respect for the MSc
programme at CBS. Presumably, all the other higher education institutions also have competent
people, which is only what you would expect of an institution wishing to brand itself on the
international scene.
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The MSc study board strategy, addressing among other things development and profiling of the
MSc programme as well as differentiation compared to other MSc programmes, influences the
rational evaluations, that is, the perception that the MSc programme is innovative, customer
oriented and differentiated, which was also in accordance with our a priori expectations. A priori
we had also expected that the emotional evaluations would be directly affected; however, this
relation is not supported statistically.

Finally, we had expected that communication would influence all three performance variables,
however, as Figure 2 shows, communication only influences reputation. This is puzzling as here
communication relates to whether CBS’ communication is experienced as open and honest, whether
the information given to the employers is relevant, the management is successful at communicating
visions and goals to the surrounding world as well as participating in the public and finally whether
the employers feel that CBS receives positive mentions in the media. All these relations would
initially seem to influence employers’ trust in and respect for the CBS MSc programme and their
perception of the programme as innovative, customer oriented and unique. Still, the relations are not
statistically significant. The missing relation may be due to the fact that CBS communication to
employers has not always been sufficiently systematic or coordinated. Recently, the CBS
management upgraded the area and strengthened the Communications Department; hopefully in
future this will change the role of communication in the creation of a good reputation.

The highest performance index in the estimated model is achieved for corporate values with an
index of 73; emotional evaluations are at the same high level with an index of 71. The CBS
Graduate School has thus positioned itself strongly in the employers’ minds (and hearts) as a trusted
and respected study programme. The employers feel that CBS lives up to its values, as they get the
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feeling that CBS is serious about its responsibility as a learning university, that CBS educates
graduates that are competitive on an international market and that CBS is internationally oriented. So
CBS has been good at influencing the more affective parts of the employers.

By estimating the model in Figure 2, we have achieved a satisfactory level of explanatory power.
The model is able to explain 60% of what drives reputation, 77% of what drives the rational
evaluations and 65% of what drives the emotional evaluations. (R2 is 0.60, 0.77 and 0.65
respectively). These findings indicate good support for the developed model.

Furthermore, the validation of the model shows that the proposed division between rational and
emotional evaluations was a good idea, since the impact from these two areas is quite different under
certain conditions and it is possible to study the effect of the six determinants not only on reputation,
but also on the intermediate image dimension of a both rational and emotional nature. Subsequently,
this could provide useful knowledge on how the determinants influence the employers, which can be
used in the strategic planning process and in the management of the communications effort.

5. Application of the model
Based on the impact scores in Figure 2, the total impact, i.e. the direct and indirect impacts, on
reputation may be calculated. These numbers are shown in Table 1.

The highest total impact score is obtained for corporate values: a 1-point improvement in the
corporate value index increases the performance index for reputation by 0.24. CBS’ corporate
values thus greatly influence the reputation of the MSc programme. This merely confirms our
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previous point of reference, in which CBS takes as its point of departure the sub-brand strategy.
The focus should be on the MSc Programme with its 15 lines, which by themselves may be
perceived as strong sub-brands. However, CBS should be the more visible player and function as
the master-brand and driver of the MSc programme, since the image transfer from CBS is
substantial, cf. Table 2. As CBS has managed to clearly position its values in the minds of
employers (index of 73) and they also find these values very important (impact score of 0.24,
which is the highest impact among all determinants), the CBS Graduate School and the MSc
study board at CBS should take advantage of this in future communications with employers.

Table 2: Effect of a 1-point improvement in the determinants on reputation
Effect on reputation
Graduates

0.18

Corporate strategy

0.13

Management and employee competencies

0.01

Corporate values

0.24

Study board strategy

0.17

Communication

0.14

The estimated total impact scores (from Table 2) and performance indexes (from Figure 2) can be
combined by categorising each of the determinants into an importance-performance map (Figure 3)
called a Reputation Scorecard. Such a data presentation is both appealing from a managerial
viewpoint and useful in assessing the MSc programme's reputation and strategy development.

Each determinant may be placed in one of the four cells in the map. The lines separating the
respective cells are based on the average impact scores and performance indexes, respectively. The
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four cells can be interpreted in managerially useful ways (Rust et al., 1996, pp. 265-267; Johnson,
1998, p. 23; Johnson & Gustafsson, 2000, pp. 12-14, 142-145; Christopher et al., 2002, pp. 70-73).

Figure 3. Impact versus performance in driving CBS MSc programme reputation:
Reputation Score Card
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In the upper-left cell, performance is strong and impact is low. At best, this suggests maintaining
status quo. In some cases, there may be opportunities for transferring resources from the areas in this
cell.

In the upper-right cell, performance is strong and importance is high. This area presents competitive
strengths and therefore the organisation should continue the good work.

The lower-left cell represents an area where the organisation is not doing particularly well, but it
does not matter. It is best to ignore these areas – at least they should have very low priority.
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The lower-right cell represents the area of the greatest opportunity. This area is important, and the
organisation is not doing well. The organisation should concentrate its effort here, and add resources
to this area.

Figure 3 fairly clearly shows that improvements are needed within three areas. Firstly, CBS should
improve the CBS master-education; the employers find the education very important, but also feel
that CBS performs relatively poorly in this area compared to the other obtained performance levels.
It is important to note that the performance index of education is ‘relatively poor’, which not
necessarily means that the performance in itself is poor, but compared to the other latent variable,
this is the variable that has the lowest performance index (together with communication).
Nevertheless, no matter how well you perform, it can always be improved – continuous
improvement is required.

The latent variable communication achieves a poorer performance evaluation and as communication
borders on the primary improvement area, it should be the second area to receive extra resources.

Thirdly, the MSc study board should try harder to live up to the published strategies about a clearer
profiling of the MSc programme as a whole as well as individual specialisations.

If CBS Graduate School wants to improve its reputation, it needs to make an effort to improve in
three areas, namely within the quality of the graduates, the MSc study board's strategy and
communication. But what do these areas refer to in more concrete terms? How important are the
individual areas for the employers in general? And how do the employers perceive the
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performance within these areas? Lets briefly look at this in the following, using Figures 4, 5 and
6 as our point of departure.

The figures show the observed average score (once again on a 0-100 scale) for the indicators
(survey questions) that reflect the measurement of each of the latent variables. The figures also
list their weight, which is estimated using PLS, and these weights are used when performance
index for every latent variable is calculated as a weighted average of the observed indicators.

Figure 4 shows that as far as the area graduates goes, there are two sub-areas that achieve poor
performance, but are very significant to the employers:


MSc graduates from CBS have special abilities and competencies



MSc graduates from CBS have a high level of knowledge and competency resulting in
fast profitability for the companies

Figure 4. Weight and performance for the indicators of graduates
Weight
CBS educates talented and competent MSc graduates

0.18

CBS educates MSc graduates who are of great value to the business
community

0.30

MSc graduates from CBS have special abilities and competencies

0.29

MSc graduates from CBS have a high level of knowledge and competency 0.23
resulting in fast profitability for the companies

0

2

Performance
40

60

80
76
75

54
56
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This means that CBS educates competent graduates of great value for the business community,
however, they are not particularly distinguished from graduates from other higher education
institutions – they are neither better nor worse than other graduates – and therefore they do not
contribute any faster to the companies’ bottom line than their peers from other institutions. In
conclusion, the CBS Graduate School should make more of an effort to differentiate and
distinguish itself positively from other similar MSc programmes, resulting in MSc graduates from
CBS being perceived as unique in relation to other similar graduates with clear advantages; e.g.
by increasing their business understanding, so they become better at creating results fast.

A more specific illustration of the MSc study board's strategy is shown in Figure 5, which clearly
demonstrates that the MSc programme at CBS lacks a clear profile for the programme as whole
as well as for the individual specialisations (lines) specifically. Thus, the employers find it hard to
see what the MSc graduates stand for and which competencies they have specifically acquired as
a result of following one of the 15 specialisations.

Figure 5. Weight and performance for the indicators of MSc study board strategy
Weight
0

Performance
20

60

40

CBS continuously updates and reinvents the MSc programme

0.26

CBS includes the latest research in the MSc programme

0.24

The MSc programme at CBS has a clear profile

0.16

62

The individual MSc programme lines at CBS have a clear profile

0.07

62

It is easy to see what a MSc graduate from CBS stands for

0.12

It is easy to distinguish between the different MSc programme lines at CBS

0.08

It is a good thing that CBS continuously develops new MSc
programme lines

0.07

80
71

68

55
53
74
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If the CBS MSc study board wishes to strengthen the MSc programme’s reputation, they should
make a more active effort to implement the strategy of increased awareness of and a more
positive attitude to MSc graduates from CBS. In the communication with the employers, CBS
should thus prioritise information about the competencies a MSc graduate from CBS generally
achieve through her/his studies, whether these are specialised competencies such as creating
results, greater business understanding, better abilities to communicate with other people,
including people with no special knowledge of economics and business administration, or more
personal competencies such as understanding the necessity of continuously improving and
learning new things, learning throughout one’s studies that the ability to work in teams and
cooperate with others often yields better results than individual performances, but great flexibility
and commitment is needed, as well as an understanding of the notion that while the process is
important, only the creation of results counts at the end of the day.

The last area that should be improved according to the Reputation Score Card in Figure 3 is
communication. The details are shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Weight and performance for the indicators of communication

Weight

0

Performance
40
20

60

80

CBS communicates openly and honestly

0.24

All in all, the information from CBS is relevant for me and my
company

0.07

70

CBS gets positive mentions in the media

0.12

71

The CBS management communicates the CBS visions and
goals well to the surrounding world

0.08

The CBS management participates in the public debate in
a good way

0.07

65

53
64

The employers do not think that the CBS management makes enough of an effort to communicate
the CBS visions and goals to the surrounding world (performance index of 53); however, this is
not very important to the employers (weighting 0.08). On the other hand, CBS’ performance is
mediocre when it comes to open and honest communication (index of 65), which is otherwise
relatively important to the employers. Open and honest communication achieves a weighting of
0.24, which is twice as much as the second most important area ’positive mentions in the media’
achieving a weighting of 0.12. With an index of 71, it is fair to say that CBS’ performance in the
media is generally positive, which also means that researchers have been successful in
communicating research results, making them understandable and interesting for the industry and
society. The mentions in the media may thus be seen as a specific area of strength and
management will find it advantageous to encourage and promote researchers to communicate
their research results in popular form.
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6. Managerial implications
The benefit and practical implications of the model and its measurement instrument are evident.
For a higher education institution, the model and measurement system may be a useful
management tool in three different ways:
•

Tracking performance across the model’s variables.

•

Benchmarking. Using a battery of similar questions, the model may be used consistently for
different study programmes and different higher education institutions over time. In this way,
it represents a unique platform for benchmarking. It can help answer questions such as: How
does a particular study programme perform in relation to other study programmes at the
same institutions or other institutions?

• Support for reputation management and strategy development. Which determinants should
have low priority or high priority? What is the effect of various improvement activities for
reputation? In which areas should efforts be concentrated to improve the reputation and,
in turn, to create a better and more competitive education institution?

7. Conclusion and future research
The conceptual Higher Education Reputation Model is specified as a structural equation model
with latent variables. Each of the latent variables in the model is operationalised by a set of
indicators, observed by survey questions to employers of higher education graduates. The
indicators and questions are designed in a generic way, which means that they are flexible and
can be applied across different study programmes and institutions.
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The cause-and-effect model provides a comprehensive means of covering important reputation,
image and identity topics, as well as a better understanding of which associations a higher
education institution and its graduates create in the minds of employers.

The model was validated and applied to the MSc programme at Copenhagen Business School.
The estimation of the model shows that the model structure provides a very good explanation of
reputation and our validation further provides strong support for the developed model and the
associated measurement instrument.

The model may be used both descriptively and normatively in support of management’s decisions
on actions for the improvement of reputation (as perceived by employers) of a given study
programme. Our example has demonstrated that the use of the model’s results yields clear
recommendations for areas of improvement.

By measuring the model, we are given the possibility of obtaining information concerning
reputation, employers’ associations and evaluations of the study programme, its graduates and the
mutual relations between them. The determinants’ impact on the reputation is crucial for the
future efforts to attract the ‘best’ students and to ensure that employers prefer the institution’s
graduates to other graduates from competing institutions. The goal is thus to create a good
enough reputation among employers to influence them to recruit graduates from the study
programmes and institution.
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