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Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity:
How Global Organizations Are Taking Advantage @& Web

Abstract

This study reports the content analysis of 152 oanlg selected Web sites from the 2000
Fortune500 Global list of companies, to examine orgafzet identity, audiences, and
the two-way symmetric model. The priority audienaddressed by Web site home pages
are investors, media, and customers. This studgddke feedback features to determine
the level of two-way symmetric communication. Theerof response by global
organizations was surprisingly high (46.5%). Thgling is an optimistic sign for a great
potential of dialogic communication between globanizations and their audiences by

using the Web.

Keywords: Corporate identity, corporate imagertune 500global companies, two-way

symmetric communication, marketing communicatiamlje relations online
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Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity:
How Global Organizations Are Taking Advantage of tte Web

Theoretically, public relations should be a disciplthat aims to establish
communication, understanding, and strong ties batvea organization and its public
(Grunig, 1992). To better accomplish this, pubdiations should work primarily with
Thomsen, 1996). Identity is content, and imageiisf Each organization has a
personality, which has been constructed by a dpeddéntity, knowledge, and essence
(Meza, 1998; Olins, 1996; Selame, 1997). Whenghrsonality or identity is projected,
individuals and the public form a mental imagehi$ iorganization. Image, therefore, is
the picture in the individual's mind (Moffitt, 1994The closer this image is to the
organizational identity, the better the understagdind the possibility of communication
will be.

Background

Long before there was an Internet, organizationkewat constructing their
identity and projecting it to their different audaes. Originally, corporations created
their identity by thinking in terms of local markePre-cyberspace media struggled
mightily to expand the coverage, but it took theeegence of the Web to provide the
opportunity for improving both the speed and thepscof information-spreading
worldwide. However, the projection of informationes not necessarily assure the
effectiveness of communicating an identity.

Purpose of this papefhe purpose of this paper is to explore the viayshich

global corporations are using the Web for consingcand projecting their identity, and
improving the effectiveness of their public relatio This paper analyzes Web sites of
global organizations, specificalgortune Global 50@ompanieskFortune’slist was
selected because it is representative of the lacgegorations in the world.

This study describes and analyzes the differemtityeclements that global
corporations currently project through the Web—a4 as the public that the
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corporations address, and the different featureg tise to communicate and interact with

the public.

Statement of the Problem

This study researches the ways in which globalaarpons use the Web to
communicate and project their identity. The cardion and projection of an
organizational identity is crucial for an effectisemmunication and public relationship
with a varying public.

The working conception of this investigation is tfadd: to take advantage of the
Web as a new medium for the projection of an ozgtional identity, and to see how the
Web might contribute in improving relationshipshwihe public—thus, making possible
an effective communication process between an argtion and its public.

This research considers six concepts that areatraciunderstanding corporate
identity and its relationship to public relations:

1. Organizational identity: the essence, content,tamog, knowledge, culture, and

mentality that distinguish an organization fromesth Organizational identity is
the way an organization manifests itself to itsljpuMeza, 1997; Olins, 1996;
Selame, 1997).

2. Organizational identity elements: Each organizatises certain components in a
particular way. A varied public and audience pered¢he organizational identity
through those components to define the essencpeasdnality of a particular
organization (Meza, 1997; Olins, 1996; Selame, 19Bese identity elements
define an organizational culture (Meza, 1992). Ohthe most important identity
elements is the mission. This paper describedamtity elements on the Web:
name; business definition; mission; objectives angbals; strategies, history;
organizational structure; values; logo-icon; amstitational color. The corporate
mission is a guide to build and manage the orgéinizal identity; all other
identity elements should follow the mission’s guitiéeza, 1998).

3. Public: The word “public” refers to the people astwle, the populace. In this

paper, it is sometimes combined with, sometimed ussead of the word
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“audience(s).” In either case, it refers to thecHjerecipients that an
organization focuses on when constructing its ngessa-“the group of persons
within an audience who share a knowledge, attitbdbavior or image” (Moffitt,
1994, p. 168). In this study, tipeiblic includes ten groups—community,
customers, dealers, employees, environmentalisipgranvestors, mass media,
prospective employees, retailers, and suppliers.

. One-way models: Grunig and Hunt define press agemtd public information as
one-way models of public relations. A one-way madwgdlies that an

organization sends information to a certain puliih no intention of obtaining
feedback. This one-way model may be motivated bguzsive (press
agentry/publicity) or just informative (public imfmation) purposes (Grunig &
Hunt, 1984). This study considers two interactieatéires on the Web: e-mail and
e-form. These two features permit a recipient talsaformation back to the
company. Those sites that do not use interactaifes of feedback—in this
case e-mails or e-forms—for obtaining informaticonfrtheir public— represent
these one-way models.

. Two-way asymmetrical communication: This form ofroaunication occurs
when an organization employs some tools for obtgimformation from its
public, not by dialoguing per se, but rather byiagrat a specific public (Grunig
& Hunt, 1984). As mentioned before, this study ¢oers two interactive features
on the Web: e-mail and e-form. On the Web, thasss $hat have these interactive
features, but are not intercommunicating with tipeiblic, may have online
features that permit only the sending of informatigthout receiving an answer:
this would constitute an example of a two-asymmetommunication.

. Two-way symmetrical communication: This public tedas model indicates a
two-way communication between an organization éngublic. This model
implies a balanced dialogue and an adjusted relgtip between the organization
and its publics (Grunig, 1992). This model has beadled the preferred form of
public relations. On the WWW, the model would bieetive or ineffective,
depending on the interactive features used byeglségnt & Taylor, 1998). This

study considers the interactive features, suchraaiband e-form, as effective
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when an organization answers a request from amithdil through the Web site.
This case would constitute an example of a two-gyagmetrical communication.

7. Communicational features: These are those techelealents that a Web site
contains in order to facilitate its use (navigasibfeatures), interact with users,
enhance communication, or collect data. These fesiestablish the potential for
improving communication (Esrock & Leichty, 2000hi3 study considers ten
communicational features: corporate site links,akHtmks, e-forms, search
engines, site maps, video, audio, animated multimedap services, and online
surveys. The more effective these features arentire communicative potential
the Web site offers.

To address the problem stated above, this studyapity uses descriptive and
analytical methodology. This study identifies tderitity elements and interactive
features used by corporations on the Web, as wddlyahe public the corporations have
addressed. This study then analyzes how well theramication has been accomplished
via the two-symmetric model of public relations.

One of the principal functions of public relatigmsctitioners is to help organizations
improve their external communication using the nrassdia as a principal tool of their
communication campaigns aimed at the public. Withdevelopment of the Internet,
organizations have found a new and dynamic mediamtich to share all kinds of
information for different purposes.

Businesses and technology are changing rapidlysarade public relations practices.
To improve the communication process is part ofpthiglic relations practitioner’'s
mission. However, the use of the Internet chanigeset public relation practices, and
corporations are still uncertain of how to takeamtage of the new medium. To improve
their identity projection and take advantage ofdlggtal era, global corporations must
first be capable of creating their own cyber idigrgifectively, in order to have the best

effect on audiences’ perceptions.
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Rationale for the Study

Any organization must be wary of its reputation &amege. Audiences may have a
certain image of an organization, and this peroeptight affect the way they react to it.
Because reputation may have a tremendous impabtieoorganization’s relationships
with a diverse public, an organization should dithla strategy to learn what people
think about it (Young, 1995-1996). This is why #realysis of the projection of corporate
identity online is important for public relations.

No longer bound by such traditional barriers agtand space, the media we now
have access to—the Internet—brings a new opportfmitgrganizations’ use in
reaching its public, establishing new channelstendng a more high-performance
effective communication than what they had withvaortional media of the past (Dorf,
1995; Esrock & Leichty, 2000; Newland & White, 20@nkham, 1998). The older,
conventional media have given organizations theck&o project their identity but not
necessarily to have an effective communication tithir external audiences (Kent &
Taylor, 1998).

Grunig and Hunt (1984) developed the four modelgulflic relations: press
agentry/publicity; public information; two-way asymetric communication; and two-way
symmetric communication. Large organizations hdwesat always used conventional
mass media for disseminating information, with @thaut commercial purposes.
However, a balanced two-way communication has lbém@anst nonexistent. Now the
Web provides an opportunity for establishing aedtffe two-way symmetric
communication between organizations and their pubh opportunity that traditional
media (e.g., newspapers and television) have alnesr been able to provide.
However, there is reason to hypothesize that thipient management of global
corporations’ public relations in cyberspace hdedan reaching this effective level of
two-way communication with their public.

Some articles, surveys, and studies related taghef technology in public relations
have found that practitioners are increasingly pgynore attention to communication
with an internal and an external public throughedse online tools (Dorf, 1995; Major,
1995; Pinkham, 1998). The impact that the Inteairetady has on the public relations
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profession has surpassed the initial estimateeyftdds among some professionals
(Bobbitt, 1995; Bovet, 1995).

The use of the Web by public relations practitien@ay constitute a potent tool for
communicating with a diverse public, although tiés not been richly exploited
(Newland & White, 2000). Until now, large organipaits have used the Web mostly for
disseminating information rather than for interaatiwhich means that those companies
are not making full use of the new communicatianl,tbut are using the Web as a
traditional medium (Aikat, 2000; Esrock & Leicht}999; Esrock & Leichty 1998).

In fact, public relations practitioners around tarld have been learning about the
diversity of capabilities the Internet brings toangrofessionals (Neff, 1998). More
important, the Web's increasing ubiquity is bringjimew challenges to practitioners for
achieving dialogic communication with a diverse jmtKent & Taylor, 1998). It is
obvious that public relations practitioners mustdsee more skilled in the use of the
Web (Kent & Taylor).

Negativity re cyberspac®esearchers and professionals have explorecttiative

aspects of cyberspace and the possible actiongpalations practitioners might take.

At least one such researcher has said that sitéoeés should be heard, and that we do
not have to let the Web dictate the direction efttiet for corporations’ interests (Mickey,
1998). A serious problem is the (presently uncdietd dissemination of libelous
information; this can affect corporate public relas adversely and must be prevented by
practitioners (Marken, 1998; Strenski, 1995).

Corporate identity, image buildinghe issues of corporate identity or image buddin

have not been deeply analyzed, although thereocane studies that show the first
approach to this interesting area. One study fahatlpractitioners perceived the Web as
an image builder (Newland & White, 2000). Anothierdy found that many large
corporations did not have a clear objective of ooafe identity when they set up their
Web sites, and that their attempts simply aim tormpte sales (Aikat, 2000).

An article by Major (1995) pointed out that the miosportant use of the Internet and
the Web is not the diverse technical tools thay firesent but the possibility of
enhancing the credibility and trust of the orgatitra A study by Esrock and Leichty
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(1998) addressed the issue of social responsibifigporporations and its impact on
image building.

The study of the cyberspace issues in public miathas been focused more on the
use of some technical tools (Bobbitt, 1995; Bo¥865; Neff, 1998; Newland & White,
2000; Ross, 1995; Thomsen, 1995), or the impasbwfe on-line practices (Thomsen,
1996) than on the exploration of the type of comiration or public relations models
implemented for a diverse public (Dorf, 1995; Ké&ntaylor, 1998; Pinkham, 1998).

Related to the analysis of a diverse public on a@te Web pages, there are two
studies (Esrock & Leichty, 2000; Esrock & Leichtyg99). According to Esrock and
Leichty (2000), “the typical corporate Web site moWledges the importance of a
multiple public or multiple audiences in the orgaation of content on its front page.”
These authors pointed out that the front pageradeds to feature e-mail links and
navigational features. Esrock and Leichty discodehat the public most addressed by
Fortune 500companies were investors, customers, and medihisiorder.

The use of the Web may lead to a dialogic commutimicdetween an organization
and its public, which would have a strong impacbaganizational communication and
research (Kent & Taylor, 1998). The Web represantspportunity for public relations
practitioners, because of its potential of immealtato-way communications, which had
been almost nonexistent with traditional media (kéar 1998). New technologies and
globalization have allowed organizations to refolateithe way they deal with their
public (Pinkham, 1998).

In “Social Responsibility and Corporate Web Pa@df-Presentation or Agenda-
Setting?,” Esrock and Leichty (1998) analyzed arEd@@lom sample dfortune 500
companies. The companies were examined for sasabnsibility content and
interactive features in their Web sites. Resultsastd that 90% of those companies had
Web sites, and 82% had messages on social respiongims. About the interactive
features, “the researchers found that relatively dempanies used their Web sites as a
research and communication tool to proactivelyespond with public, and even fewer
used the medium as a tool to advance their positiorpolicy issues.” Esrock and
Leichty (1998) also concluded:
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The Internet and the World Wide Web are develogimgmunication tools that
offer public relations professional extraordinagmnopportunities. But despite claims
about how the medium will change the nature ofraion between a corporation
and its publics, this study suggests that Web pageprimarily utilized to
disseminate corporate social responsibility infaiorain much the same way as
other traditional one-way corporate communicatiehigles. With several notable
exceptions, companies appear content to use Weds paghow that they are meeting
public expectations for social responsibility (iredmuilding) (p.318).

Focus on two-way symmetric communicatidimis study has taken into account the

results of Esrock and Leichty’s studies (1998, 12®®0) and aims to expand the
analysis of the communication process, focusinthertwo-way symmetric model
originally devised by Grunig and Hunt. Moreoveiistitudy has taken into consideration
the suggestion of Kent and Taylor (1998) in analgzhe dialogic potential of the Web.
This study has also taken into consideration Agkatiggestion for analyzing
international organizations (Aikat, 2000).

Most studies have covered the impact of some teaghtools, the on-line practices in
the traditional one-way communication, and the enhof public relations information,.
However, it appears that only one study of dialagimmunication has been presented,
and it did not cover the importance of organizatlddentity. Thus it seems timely—
perhaps even urgent—to take this opportunity tdaegghe use of the Web in
constructing an organizational identity and impngvexternal communication of global

companies.

Theory

Previous research has revealed that the studialofgitc communication needs to
be taken into account in order to understand aatyae symmetrical communication
(Kent & Taylor, 1998). However, the study of howanganizational identity is
constructed in the Web has a connection with thmigia adoptions of symbols and
social meanings. People construct identity ands,theality by social processes (Berger
& Luckman, 1984).

Because this study has the purpose of explorimgdiobal corporations are using

the Web to construct their identity and to imprdve effectiveness of their public



Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity - 11

relationships, this study considers dialogic comitation, and organizational
construction of identity as a theoretical framework

This investigation has taken into consideratianfillowing concepts: reality,
identity, signs, symmetrical communication andatigd communication. The study of
how an organizational identity is constructed i@ YWeb has a connection with the
public’'s adoptions of symbols and social meanifgople construct identity and, thus,
reality by social processes (Berger & Luckman, 398#4e notions of reality follow the
operationalizing assumption that reality is sogialnstructed (Berger & Luckman). This
theory has been translated into the language andzgtional identity. The assumption is
that the meaning of organizational identity is ¢ansted socially. This is the importance
of studying how organizations construct and projleetr identity

The conception of the two-way symmetric model heesrbframed by the
definition of dialog as a mediated interchangedefis and opinions (Kent & Taylor,
1998).

Four questionsFrom the literature review, four questions haverged: (a). How
are international organizations using the Web (AiRA00); (b) How are organizations
using the Web fodifferentiation(content) purposes (Esrock & Leichty, 2000);(c)\Ho
are organizations using the Web émmplexity(structure) purposes (Esrock & Leichty,
2000); and what are the public or audience presifor corporate Web sites (Esrock &
Leichty, 2000); and (d) Isdialog or an effective two-way symmetric communication

between an organization and its publics a possilfkient & Taylor, 1998).

Research Questions

My research questions constitute a response tiothieesearch questions that
emerged from the literature review, consideringrinational organizations, identity
content lifferentiatior), structure features@mplexity, and dialogic communication:

1. To what extent do Fortune Global 500 companiestoactsand project their

identity online, applying the concept\feb site differentiatioch The concept of
differentiationhas emerged from the literature review (Esrockeichty, 2000).

Web site differentiation will be determined by ttentent of organizational
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identity online. Organizational identity can be deoated by analyzing the
different corporate identity elements (Selame, 198&za 1997, Olins, 1996)
projected online. This study considers the analykiaternational organizations
on Web as recommended by an author in the literatuiew (Aikat, 2000).

2. What global-companies’ Web sites are prioritieqlgipg the concept diVeb site
complexitY The concept afomplexityhas emerged from the literature review
(Esrock & Leichty, 2000). Esrock and Leichty hamalgzed this topic on the
AmericanFortune 500ist, which appears to concentrate more on adurgss
investors, customers, and media than on addreasiyngther public group
(Esrock & Leichty, 2000).

3. To what extent do global corporations take advantddechnological tools on
the Web to create relationships with diverse aumisrior potential dialogic
public relations? Kent and Taylor (1998) offeredhed‘guidelines for the
successful integration of dialogic public relati@ml the World Wide Web.”
These guidelines include the use of feedback feat{#.g., e-mail links) and
navigational features (e.g., site links, site maps, search engines). The more
effective these technical tools are, the more dyoaamd potential in dialogic
communication the Web site is.

4. To what extent do global corporations use the Védlecting adialog or an
effective two-way symmetric communication betwearoeganization and its
public? This question has also emerged from tkeglitire review (Kent & Taylor,
1998). A Web site not only needs to include a fee#tfeature (e.g., e-mail or e-
form), but it also must respond to its messagesencbmmitted to relationships
with its public (Kent & Taylor, 1998).

Justification
Increasing the literaturdhis project should prove worthy because thepeapto be
no studies that address the analysis of the canistnuof identity on the Web. At this

writing (May 2001), there is a paucity of reseapchinteractivity and two-way

communication on the Internet.
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Providing practical help for Internet usefsmost important problem that this paper

addresses is the question of whether or not the iglebing used as efficiently as
possible, to correct the inability of the traditémedia to dialog between organizations
and the public. The new technologies—and especitadiyWweb—now present the
organizations with an opportunity to establish & melationship of communication with
their public, an achievement that would be benaffiicir both of them.

Much work is needed in this area. New informatiechkinologies are burgeoning,
with such great speed, it is difficult to “mastén&ir use before new ones emerge. Each
additional technological refinement serves to iaseethe velocity of communicational
transactions. The speed of dissemination of inftionaaccess, and feedback through the
Internet is having an impact on public relationsgtices. Although the Web itself is a
relatively new medium, it is necessary for orgatiares to harness its incredible potential
for constructing and projecting organizational itkgn All organizations must become
aware of this and learn how to take advantageisfriew reality in order to maintain and
improve their global positions. Disregarding thastfcould be disastrous for their future.

Providing research findings for scholals addition to this paper’s being of interest

to public relations practitioners and the organdret they represent, this paper may be
especially important for scholars—principally sarslin the areas of public relations,

but also scholars in the areas of marketing andrirgtional management.

Method

This study content has analyzed a sample of intierme-companies Web sites. The
following steps have been taken into account, @depto secure the needed information
for this project:

1. Definition of the sampling frame: This study ushdFortune Global 500ist
2000 TheFortune’slist presents the companies in order of their neres. This
list was used as a sampling frame, as several sthdies have used the similar
American list (Aikat, 2000; Esrock & Leichty, 200Bsrock & Leichty, 1999;

! Seehttp://www.fortune.com/fortune/global500/
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Esrock & Leichty, 1998; McMahan & Woodman, 1992lrRer & Griffith, 1998;
Perry & Bodkin, 2000; Petravick & Gillett, 1996; \&f/hn, 1994). Thé&ortune
Global 500list was selected for four reasons: (a) it is espntative of the largest
companies in the world; (b) these large organizat@re the most likely to be
taking advantage of the Web; (c) the Web listienitly and updated; and (d) the
access to this list is free of any charge.

. Definition of the sample: ThEortune Global 500ist represents a finite number
of all the units (companies) in the working univerghis presents an opportunity
to calculate confidence and tolerance limits (Syi®81). This study took a
random systematic sample of 152 (out of 500, of 80 .of the universe)
companies from that list, selecting every thirdecater a random start.

. Search of the Web site: After selecting the sanmgpkearch was performed for the
company’s Web site. The first step was to typectireespondent company’s
name or initials into the browser
(Www.NAMEORINITIALSOFCOMPANY.com). If this procederled to the

Web page, the coder continued with the data cablectf this step did not work,
the coder proceeded to the list's name providethb¥ortune Global 500/eb
page. Clicking on the name of the company sitedigtisplayed financial
information and other options. The column with tizene “Capsule” contained
the phrase “company overview.” Upon clicking onttplarase, the site displayed
general information about the company and its Wagiepddress. After finding
the company Web address, the coder continued hatldata collection. In cases
in which these first two steps did not lead todbepany’s Web site for any
reason, coders followed a third step: they used ¥ista

<http://www.altavista.con¥ or Google <http://www.google.com# to find the

Web site. If none of the previous steps worked tiré official Web page did not

exist at the moment of this research for any reab@ncompany was “dismissed”
and counted as “Not found.”

. Definition of data collection and coding: This rasgh had a timeframe of a two-
week period. The first week was used for generdingp The second week was

used for the evaluation of the effectiveness ipoases of two structural features:
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e-mails and e-forms. The general coding startedonday, April 2, 2001. and
finished on Friday, April 6, 2001. The evaluatidritee responses lasted until
Friday, April 13, 2001.

. Determination of units of analysis and the matorstruction: This study
considered the “home page” or the initial screeaawh of the selected Web sites
as the context unit. For coding, this researcheroptated two units: content
categories and structural features. One of thecodritegories analyzed the
feasibility of general access to the Web sitehé&f tompany Web page existed, the
degree of accessibility (“not simple” or “simplefjas determined. The rest of the
content categories analyzed presence, absencdf prekented, the degree of
elaboration (low or medium-high) of the followintements: (a) corporate
identity elements, such as name, definition, migsibjectives, organizational
structure, history, values, logo-icon, institutibnalor, and other identity
elements, if any more identified; and (b) idenéfion for a specific public’s
access. The structural features may be used ttifidemail links, electronic

forms for feedback, search engines and/or any otleehanism that permits
communicational interactions. Aikat (2000) desaliieese features as
“interactive content.” Whenever these structuealtfires are presented, this study
will have measured the effectiveness and time sgoase.

. Training of the coders: Before the data collectarted, two coders were trained
in coding procedures, variables, and the codingungent. Both of the coders
coded two pre-test and two post-test sites, whietewdifferent from the sample
sites. The first coder coded all 152 Web sites. Sd@nd coder independently
cross-checked 61 sites (40%).

. Formulation of reliability: According to Smith (128 the sampling size of 152
units represents 98% of precision in its confidesoe tolerant limits.

Additionally, the calculation of intercoder relidéity, following the Perreault and
Leigh’s method, ranged from .85 to .98 for the eixed variables (median =

.92).
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Results, Data Analysis, and Discussion

As a general finding, this study found that 93%jlobal companies have a Web
page. This percentage is slightly above the 88-8@%some studies have found for
American companies’ Web sites (e.g., Esrock & LBicR000). Of the 152 companies
studied at the time of this research in April 0020141 had Web sites.

Besides identifying the existence of the companiésb sites, this study
developed an initial typology, by evaluating thadibility of Web sites’ access:
companies witldifficult access and companies wilimpleaccess to their Web sites.
Companies without Web sites were code@®,asd have not been included in this initial
typology (see matrix of coding in Appendix A). Coampes withdifficult access were
coded a4, and companies witimpleaccess were coded 2sWhen the Web site was
found by typing the correspondent company’s namaitials into the browser, it was
consideredimple When it was necessary to use Boetune’sWeb site index or a Web
search engine (as Alta Vista or Google), the acte®e site was considerdidficult.
Thus, of the 141 visited, 68.1% of the sites wdrsipleaccess, and 31.9% were of
difficult access. These numbers mean that about two tHiglslml corporations have
decided to use a name for their Web address tleatsity accessible and easily
remembered. Ease of access should facilitate thicfmuability to visit the site for the
first time and perhaps even for subsequent timegets

Next, this study examined the presence and dexrelaboration, access, or
effectiveness of corporate identity elements, mylsihd communicational features. Each
of these elements will be discussed in sequentildraf the correspondent research

guestion. Only results that are statistically digant are reported in these sections.

Results that address the first research questioevaluate the projection of large

organizations’ organizational identity on the Wtis study analyzed ten different
identity elements. Each element was defined as\gaalow or medium/highdegree of
elaboration in the coding procedure (see AppendiseBtion 2). In determining the
degree of elaboration, these elements were codbdhvie different value$, 1, and2.

Elements that were not found were code@.d&ements with a low degree of
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construction or elaboration were codedlaElements with a medium or high degree of
elaboration were coded agsee the matrix in Appendix A).

Table # 1 (see below) presents the presence diitgefements on global
companies’ Web sites. The most frequently projectedtity elements are: name (98.4
%), logo-icon (98.4 %), institutional color (96.8 %business definition (81.7 %), history
(68.3 %), and structure (50 %); less frequentlyjqaied identity items were: mission (35
%), values (31.7 %), objectives (18.3 %), and sgias (13.3 %). The interesting finding
here is that, although thmeissionis one of the most important identity elementsyas
found not well projected online in these globalamigations. Another surprising finding
was the fact that two Web sites did not preserit toeporate name in the first page—the
name being the most evident characteristic thatyesiee must show. We should say that,
nevertheless, the presence of these identity elisnsenpassed the most optimistic initial

expectations.

Table 1.
Presence of Identity Elements in Web Sites (n=D5Fortune Global 500

Identity Element Presen¢Erequency and Percentage)
1. Name 139 (98.4 %)
2. Logo-icon 138 (98.4 %)
3. Color 137 (96.8 %)
4. Definition 112 (81.7 %)
5. History 94 (68.3 %)
6. Structure 69 (50 %)

7. Mission 48 (35 %)

8. Values 43 (31.7 %)
9. Objectives 25 (18.3 %)
10. Strategies 18 (13.3 %)

Table # 2 (see below) presents the evaluationeotitgree of elaboration of those

identity elements online. For these calculatioméy the number of found sites was



Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity - 18

considered. Thus, the number of the sample vdrezsguse initially 11 sites were not
found, and 4 Web sites were not in an English, Bpafrrench, or Italian version, the
languages managed by the two coders. Neverthélesss possible for the coders to
analyze certain identity elements for these séksments such as name, institutional
color, and logo-icon. We should say that rarely #ies\Web site not in an English
version. Those sites with elements with no elalmmatiere determined as low in degree,
and coded a%; the degree of medium/high was determined whesiteeoffered only a
sufficient elaboration of the concept and was caEtl Thus, there were five identity
elements with a combined presence and higher de§redaboration online of the total
sample (sites without an English, Spanish, Freachalian version were not
considered): name (90.5%), color (88.9%), logo-i€th4%), definition (68.3%), and
history (65%). The other five elements were stmee{d5%), mission (26.7%), values
(25%), objectives (10%), and strategies (8.3%).

In the scale 1-2, where 2 is the highest levelab@ration, the mean of
evaluation was obtained just considering those siith the presence of the individual
element. This evaluation changed the order of etdlom of identity elements online:
history (1.95), name (1.92), institutional color9d), structure (1.9), definition (1.84),
values (1.79), mission (1.76), logo-icon (1.73)atsgies (1.63), and objectives (1. 55).

Again, the element mission appears in an unfortupktcement.

Table 2.
Elaboration of Identity Elements in Web Sites oftbine Global 500

Identity Element N Medium or High Degree of Hyation
Elaboration (Frequency
and Percentage)

1. Name 141 128 (90.5 %) 1.92
2. Color 141 125 (88.9 %) 1.92
3. Logo-icon 141 101 (71.4 %) 1.73
4. Definition 137 94 (68.3 %) 1.84
5. History 137 89 (65 %) 1.95

6. Structure 137 62 (45 %) 1.9
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7. Mission 137 37 (26.7 %) 1.76
8. Values 137 34 (25 %) 1.79
9. Objectives 137 14 (10 %) 1.55
10. Strategies 137 11 (8.3 %) 1.63

In a scale of 0-2, where 2 is the highest leva,rtfean of construction of
corporate identity elements online was 1.07, winigans that in this arbitrary scale the
construction of identity elements on the Web isggtdy 50%. My first research question
sought the extent to whidfortune Global 50@&ompanies project their identity online,
applying the concept of differentiation. With thessults, it becomes obvious that these
organizations have made only partial use of the Webe projection of their
organizational identity, thus forgoing an immenpeartunity. (But of course, to fulfill
this gap Global 500 corporations may still have more chances to erdn#mir identity

online and differentiate themselves from others.)

Results that address the second research queslyosecond research question

established the inquiry of a priority public foobgal companies on the Web. Results of
this study of the prominent public are somewhailainto findings in other studies that
apply to American corporate sites (e.g., Esrockeichty, 2000). The category of
investors/media/customers/prospective-employeegheagublic combination most
frequently addressed by global corporations olXed. Table # 3 (see below) presents
the presence of the public in Web sites of globaborations. The order is as follows:
investors (95%), media (95%), customers (71.7%)spective employees (68.3%),
environmentalists (48.3%), community (40%), dea{&6s7%), retailers (15%), suppliers
(8.3%), and employees (3.3%).

Table # 4 (see below) presents the relevance décowith the global
corporations sites. It is quite intriguing to netithat the Web shows the least relevance to
contact with employees (3.3%). Some may arguecthrgtoration have other more
effective communication channels to address thisqoéar internal public. Nevertheless,
these corporations are the biggest in the world,itis likely that most of them have

employees worldwide. This is an opportunity foeimational companies to take
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advantage of this medium and improve the chanrieleramunication with their current

employees.

Table 3.
Presence of Publics in Web Sites (n=152) of Fortaludal 500

Public PresencéFrequency and Percentage)
1. Investors 130 (95 %)
2. Media 130 (95 %)

3. Customers 98 (71.7 %)
4. Prospective employees 94 (68.3 %)
5. Environmentalists 66 (48.3 %)
6. Community 55 (40 %)

7. Dealers 23 (16.7%)
8. Retailers 20 (15 %)

9. Suppliers 11 (8.3 %)
10. Employees 5(3.3%

Another relevant informational item is the diffecenin frequency of two public
groups’ communication with the global corporatioh®o groups (investors, 95%, and
media, 95%) are figure most prominently among thiglip groups addressed by these
global corporations’ sites. Surprisingly, custom@k.7 %) are not even very close to the
investors and media. In previous studies about Araercases, customers have been, if
not the first, at least the second public addrebgezbrporate sites. On the other hand,
prospective employees (68.3 %) have a relevantHqlace among the first public
groups addressed by international corporations’ @ites. Environmentalists (48.3 %)

and community (40 %) also have a significant presem these sites.
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Table 4.

Presence and Relevance of Publics in Web Sitesrtfifie Global 500

Investors Prospectiv Current  Customer Media

e
137
7
0
130
137

5.00%
0.00%
95.00%

95.00%

137
43
5
89
137

31.67%
3.33%
65.00%

68.33%

S

137 140 137
132 39 7
5 7 0
0 91 130
137 137 137

96.67%  28.30% 5.00%
3.33% 5.00% 0.00%
0.00% 66.70%  95.00%

3.33% 71.70%  95.00%

Dealers  Retailers

137
114
5
18
137

83.33%
3.33%
13.33%

16.67%

137
116
2
18
137

85.00%
1.67%
13.33%

15.00%

Environm Communit Suppliers

ent
137
71
7
59
137

51.67%
5.00%
43.33%

48.33%

y

137
82
5
50
137

60.00%
3.33%
36.67%

40.00%

Results that address the third research quedstiesearch question number three

addressed: the extent to which global corporatiake advantage of technological tools

on the web to create relationships with diversaemas for potential dialogic public

relations. Results of this study present diffetenhnological features that global

corporations are using on their Web pages. Talge® below) shows four features most
used: in corporate sites: links (76.7%), feedbacknadlfe-form—(71.7%), search

engines (65%), and site maps (48.3%). The redaafeom being used widely: video
(11.7%), audio (5.1%), animated multimedia (3.686)yveys (3.6%), and map service

(3.6%).
Table 5.
Presence and Effectiveness of Technological Featnré/eb Sites (n=137) of Fortune
Global 500
Feature Presence Effectiveness
1. Corporate site links 105 (76.7 %) 89.1%
2. Feedback—e-mail/e-form 99 (71.7 %) 46.5 %
3. Search engine 89 (65 %) 64.1 %
4. Site map 66 (48.3 %) 89.7 %
5. Video 16 (11.7 %) 85.7 %

137
126
0
11
137

91.67%
0.00%
8.33%

8.33%
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6. Audio 7 (5.1 %) 85.7 %
7. Animated multimedia 5 (3.6 %) 80 %
8. Surveys 5 (3.6 %) 80 %
9. Map service 5 (3.6 %) 80 %

The effectiveness of each feature was obtained @étermining if the tool
worked or not. For example, if the site had a vjdea it ran well when it was activated,
then this feature was coded as effective. Thuspittier was as follows: site map
(89.7%), corporate site links (89.1%), video (85)7&tudio (85.7%), animated
multimedia (80%), surveys (80%), map service (808éxrch engine (64.1%), and
feedback (46.5%). There do not seem to be grebtgs with these features for having
potentiality for communicative relationships, witie exception of the last two: search
engine and feedback (the last to be analyzed ifotlmving section). The effectiveness
of most of these features reveals a great potetiaialogic public relationships.

Results that address the fourth research quesfigiourth and last research

guestion was established to analyze the extenhichwglobal corporations use the Web
for dialogic or an effective two-way symmetric conmmication between an organization
and its public. As shown above, in table # 6, tfiectiveness of the feedback of global
corporations is a surprising 46.5%. This meansahmbst half of the global corporations
do answer their e-mails or give responses to #eatronic forms. Paraphrasing Kent
and Taylor: it is a sign of dialogic communicattonrhave published electronic mail
addresses for organizational members and respaheitamessages, and being
“committed to or capable of negotiating relatiopshivith their public” (Kent & Taylor,
1998, p.321).

From the original 152-sample list, only 141 Welesivere found. Among these
sites, four sites were not in an English/Spanigm€n/or Italian version, so that only 137
Web sites were considered for these feedback festirom the 137 sites, 39 did not
contain a link—from the first page—to electronic n@ilelectronic form. Thus, it was
not possible to send a message to the specifioraiipn. Ninety-nine Web sites did
present a link to an e-mail or an e-form, so thafgis possible to send a request to those

specific corporations. From these 99 organizatiemsteceived a surprising 46 answers
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(46.5 % rate of response), and in some cases messages were interchanged, and in
addition, in consequence, corporate material waskseconventional mail. These
findings determine that the Web is already capahtkpartially well-used by global
organizations for establishing a dialogic or twopsgmmetrical communication with the

public.

Conclusion

This study presents a clear picture of how globghoizations are constructing
and projecting their identity through the Web, adlas how well they are taking
advantage of the developing of a two-way symmetimmunication for improving the
effectiveness of their public relations. As showithie response to our research
guestions, we examined four central points: theresibn to which those organizations
create and project their identity onlin&/éb site differentiatign the priority of the public
groups they address on the Wethep sitecomplexity; their use of technological cyber-
tools for potential dialogic relationships; anditrextension of effective two-way
symmetric communication online.

Web pagesGeneral findings showed that 93% of global congmhave a Web
page.

Web site differentiation Global organizations have progressed only about

halfway in using the Web comprehensively in creptind projecting their identity
online. We have differentiated between projection andtmeaReferring tqrojection
the analysis tells us only the presence of thetiyjegiement on the Web page. The
creationrefers more specifically to the level of elabarat{low, and medium/high, as
stated in the method). Considering the ten ideetiégynents studied, four are the most
projected: name (98.4%), logo-icon (94.4%), institoal color (96.8%), and business
definition (81.7%). When the analysis continuegmthe level of elaboration of those
identity elements, the creation in a medium/higtelaives us different numbers: name
(90.5%), logo-icon (71.4%), institutional color (886), and business definition (68.3%).
The remaining elements are those with the leasepie and have similar variation in
projection and level of construction: history (68.2&nd 65%, respectively), structure
(50% and 45 %), mission (35% and 26.7%), values7@@land 25%), objectives (18.3%
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and 10%), and strategies (13.3% and 8.3%). Iniagdgt the three identity elements
with most presence and elaboration—name, logo-iand,institutional color—constitute
those of just form or image building, while thetre®usiness definition, history,
structure, mission, values, objectives, and stiesegrepresent more substance or
content of the organizational identity. Consideriihg mean of the total presence of the
ten identity elements together, the global orgaitingorojection was 59.2%. Narrowing
this number to the level of creation—medium/high—shthnat 49.1% of global
organizations differentiate themselves extensifreiyn others.

Findings suggest that the Web has been used ortlglpein the projection of
organizational identity. This means that globalamigations, by more elaborating of their
construction of identity elements online, could exfpto have a greater degree of
differentiation on the Web, which would be benefidor their organizational identity.
This study confirms the hypothesis that thereiilsast immense opportunity to lessen
this gap. International corporations can improwartglobal positioning by the public by
enhancing their identity online and differentiatihgmselves more from others.

Web site complexityGlobal corporations especially address four puiploups

online: investors (95%), media (95%), customersA%d, and prospective employees
(68.3%), followed by environmentalists (48.3%) adnmunity (40%). Dealers

(16.7%), retailers (15%), and suppliers (8.3%)syrabolically considered, while
employees (3.3 %) are almost not addressed ay glidibal corporations. The attention
paid to investors and the media, which is gre&izn the attention paid to customers may
suggest that global organizations have been ubiigdorporate Web page primarily for
non-commercial reasons. However, the focus of cerityl in the corporate Web sites’
structure, are shown paying more attention to caste than to the remaining audiences,
which shows that global companies still do constderWeb as a commercial medium.

Technological cyber-toal§ he Web presents a great variety of technicas timo

potential dialogic public relations. The use ofgmmate Web sites links (76.6%) permits
global corporations to direct audiences towardrthesiness network online, which must
be a logical path. There is no reason to ignoettiol, although 23.4% of global
organizations have not understood this yet. We lshmoint out that although the
majority (105) of Web sites had corporate linkgrthwere some (11) that did not work,
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which might have been because the server was do¥am other structural reasons. This
situation resulted in an effective use of 89.1%arfle engines were used by 89 out of 137
(or 65%) of the organizations, with an effective u$ 64.1% (or 57 sites that use
effectively this feature). Sixty-six (48.3%) Webges presented site maps with an
effective rate of 89.7 %. Video was presented ity @6 sites with an effective use of
85.7%. Just seven (5.1%) of the Web sites usedawith an effective use of 85.7%.
Multimedia, surveys and map-services were each instéee Web pages, with an
effective use of 80%). In general, it appears ¢iabal organizations have been poorly
used technological features, although the poteetiattive use appears to be high, which
means that the use of the Web as a one-way comationidool may seem successful.
There is evidence of effectiveness in the useatfrtelogical features, which may
eventually steer the technological use to a pakdialogic communication.

Two-way symmetric communicatioithese companies maintained an interesting

level of dialogic communication when the featurdesfdback was tested. Features of
feedback—e-mails and/or e-forms—were presented ire& bf the Web sites. In this
study, a message was sent to all those sitesi{@Bptesented the feedback features. The
rate of response of those global corporations wgsrisingly high (46.5%), which means
that almost half of those organizations reflectadog) or an effective two-way symmetric
communication—at least in a basic form. This findimgn optimistic sign of the

potential effectiveness the Web may provide to oizgtions when practicing public
relations. If organizations use these features raffegtively, their public relationships
and two-way symmetric communication with audienslesuld definitely show signs of
improvement.

Limitations and caveatJhis study has several limitations and caveatfufoire

researchers to consider. First, as other studiag tleeFortune500list have pointed out,
this sampling frame is limited and responds onltheocorporate world (Esrock &
Leichty, 2000), which can hardly be generalizedttter types of organizations (Aikat,
2000). Future research should consider other tgpdssizes of organizations. Second,
although this study considers organizations froneotountries, the world
representativeness is not necessarily effectiveguse it is limited to just the 2000

Fortune Global 500Qist. A future qualitative study using a purpossample would add
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some light to this aspect. And third, this studgdsiressing just a general aspect of
communication online, but does not cover the déffiieiaspects of organizational
communication.

In the same manner, the analysis of organizatioleaitity covers just the creation
and projection, but not the audience perceptionrasgonse. Future research may carry
out studies about how a specific public perceitas projected organizational identity,
and how individuals respond to it. Moreover, it \Wbhe valuable to conduct research
about the perception, use, and response of tedHaatares by individuals or specific
audiences.

A positive view The results of this study have shed some lighherway companies
and organizations in general can improve theirreglecommunication with the same
resources they have now. An effective organizatioaenmunication requires the
establishment of adequate channels, so that messagédave a better reception. An
increase in a more updated selective use of thefdfatveating a two-way symmetric
communication will greatly improve the practicepafblic relations between global
organizations and their public. In addition, thebNepresents a great opportunity for
enhancing all intercommunication—for organizatioredationships, and in fact, for

human relationships across-the-board.

Reference List

Abratt, R. (1989). A new approach to the corponeatgge management procedsurnal
of Marketing Management(H), 63-76.

Aikat, D. (2000). A new medium for organizationahemunication: Analyzing Web
content characteristics of Fortune 500 comparkiéesctronic Journal of
Communication/La Revue Electronique de Communigatiol. 10(1 and 2).

Balmer, J. M. T. (1993). Corporate identity: Theveo and the paradokesign
Management JournaB9-44.

Balmer, J. M. T. (1994). The BBC's corporate idgntilyth, paradox and reality.
Journal of General Managemeri9(3), 33-49.

Balmer, J. M. T. (1998). Corporate identity and #éldeent of corporate marketing.
Journal of Marketing Managemerit4(8), 963-996.



Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity - 27

Berger, P. & Luckman, T. (1984). La construcioniabde la realidad. Buenos Aires:
Amorrourtu Editores. 10-148.

Bovet, S. F. (1995). Guideposts for going on IReblic Relations JournaMay, v51,
nl, p33(4).

Dorf, P. (1995). High-tech firms launching clieimigo cyberspaceRublic Relations
Journal May, v5, nl, p28(4).

Esrock, S. L. & Leichty, G. B. (Fall 1998). Sociakponsibility and corporate Web
pages: self-presentation or agenda-settiigdlic Relations Review24, i3, p305

).

Esrock, S. L. & Leichty, G. B. (1999). Corporate NdoVide Pages Serving the News
Media and Other PublicdMCQ76, p.p.456-467.

Esrock, S. L. & Leichty, G. B. (Fall 2000). Orgaation of Corporate Web Pages:
Publics and function®ublic Relations Reviev26(3): 327-344.

Grunig, J. E. & Hunt, T. (1984Managing public relationsNew York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston.

Grunig, J. E. (1992Fxcellence in public relations and communicatiomagement
Hilldale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Kent, M. L. & Taylor, M. (1998). Building dialogicelationships through the World
Wide Web. Public Relations Review, Fall 1998 v24$321(1).

Major, J. M. (1995). How tech-friendly companiesrsuunicate Public Relations
Journal May, v51, n1, p24(4).

Margulies, W. P. (1977). Make the most of your cogte identityHarvard Business
Review(July/August), 66-74.

Marken, G. A. (1995). Getting the most from youegence in cyberspadeublic
Relations Quarterly40(3), 36-38.

Marlow, E. (1997)Web visions: an inside look at successful busieasegies on the
net New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.

Marlow, E. & Sileo, J. (1996Electronic public relationsBelmont, CA: Wadsworth
Publishing Company.

McMahan, G. C., & Woodman, R. W. (1992). The curactice of organization
development within the firm: a survey of large isttial corporationsGroup &
Organization Management7(2 June), 117-134.



Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity - 28

McMillan, S. J. (2000). The Microscope and the Mayirarget: The Challenge of
Applying Content Analysis to the World Wide Webudwalism & Mass
Communication Quarterly, v77, nl, (spring), p.pS-

Meza, L., J. (1992). “Cultura Organizacional: ursr&tegia de Comunicacion.”
Financierg (Querétaro section), México (January 22), p. V1.

Meza, L., J. (1997Redisefio del Curso Imagen y Relaciones Publicaits software
version ofLearning Space (IBM). ITESM-Mexico City Campus.

Meza, L., J. (1998). “Imagen y Arquitectura: unkcen fundamental.” IfEnlace,
Arquitectura y DisefioMéxico, D.F. (January).

Moffitt, M. A. (1994). Collapsing and integratingmcepts of ‘public’ and ‘image' into a
new theory. Public Relations Review, 20(2 Sumnies-170.

Neff, B. D. (1998). Harmonizing global relationssgeech act theory analysis of
PRForum. Public Relations Review, Fall 1928 i3 p351(2).

Newland, H. L. & White, C. (2000) Public RelatioRgactitioners' Perception of the
World Wide Web as a Communications Tdalblic Relations Reviewspring,
v26 il p31.

Olins, W. (1996)Corporate identity: making business strategy vesitbirough design
Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press.

Palmer, J. W., & Griffith, D. A. (1998). An emergiimodel of Web site design for
marketing.Communications of the ACM1(3 March), 44-51.

Perreault, W. D., Jr., & Leigh, L. E. (1989). Réligy of nominal data based on
gualitative judgmentslournal of Marketing ResearcB6(May), 135-148.

Perry, M., & Bodkin, C. (2000). Content analysig-ortune 100 company Web sites.
Corporate Communications: An International Jourma),n2, p87(10).

Pinkham, D. G. (1998). Corporate public affairsiring faster, jumping higher. Public
Relations Quarterly. Summer, v43, n2, p33(5).

Ross, S. S. (1995). Public relations in cyberspRablic Relations JournaMay, v51,
nl, p36(3).

Seitel, F. P. (1998)he practice of public relation®New York: MacMillan.

Smith, H. W. (1981)Strategies of social research: the methodologicagination
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.



Constructing a Cyber-Corporate Identity - 29

Strenski, J. B. (1995). The ethics of manipulatechmunication Public Relations
Quarterly, Fall 1995 v40 n3 p33(3).

Thomsen, S. R. (1995). Using online databasesrpotate issues managemepablic
Relations ReviemSummer, v21, n2, p103 (20).

Thomsen, S. R. (1996). “@Work in cyberspace’: exjplg practitioner use of the
PRForum.”Public Relations Revievummer, v22, n2, p115 (17).

Wilson, L. J. (1994). Excellent companies and ¢madibuilding among the Fortune 500:
a value-and relationship-based theory. Public RelatReview, 20(4):333-343.

Young, D. (1995-96). Looking at your company’s ftageputation. Public Relations
Quarterly. Winter 40(4), 7-13.




