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Abstract
This study develops a model to advance research on public organization reputation 
by integrating crisis responsibility with charismatic leadership communication. Based 
on situational crisis communication theory, the model was tested using structural 
equation modeling with data obtained from a sample of 383 employees of public 
organizations in Malaysia. The mediation model indicated that the dynamic mechanism 
of charismatic leadership communication partially mediated the relationship between 
crisis responsibility and perceived organizational reputation during a crisis. These 
findings validated the proposed model and, in particular, confirmed empirically the 
central role of charismatic leadership communication processes in organization. 
This study provides insights into the role of charismatic leadership communication 
in the organizational reputation processes. The model established can serve as an 
instructive guide for both organization and corporate leaders in managing a crisis and 
reputation. A practical implication of the findings is that, during a crisis, a crisis leader 
should engage in charismatic leadership communication effectively to mitigate the 
crisis impact and strengthen organizational reputation. More important, the findings 
indicate that charismatic leadership communication contributed to organizational 
reputation explicitly brought charismatic leadership communication to the forefront 
of organizational reputation management.
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For today’s increasingly complex organizations, scholars have dedicated their atten-
tion to public organization reputation focusing on issues such as political legitimacy 
(Vigoda-Gadot, Zalmanovitch, & Belonogov, 2012), managerialism and corporate 
governance (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012), organizational performance (O’Toole & 
Meier, 2009), ethics and compliance (Lager, 2010), public complaints crises (Grunwald 
& Hempelmann, 2010), and government communication (Liu, Horsley, & Yang, 
2012). With greater frequency of crisis occurring across specialized public organiza-
tions, communication scholars have focused on the issues concerning the problems of 
reputation management that threaten a public organization’s reputation. However, cur-
rent explanatory theories and perspectives toward crisis and reputation management 
require expansion and modification to better capture the increasing complexities in 
public organizations especially about the role of leadership during crisis and its effects 
on organizational outcomes. Organizational leaders can affect the dynamics of organi-
zation reputation in a crisis through their charismatic leadership. This research seeks 
to fill the lacuna in existing studies by more comprehensively investigating and under-
standing the dynamics of one core aspect of organizational reputation—that of charis-
matic leadership communication during a crisis in public organizations.

Previous research has indicated that communication plays a major role in construct-
ing and protecting government bodies’ reputation (Liu et al., 2012) and helping to 
form the perceptions of multiple stakeholders of their bodies’ reputation especially in 
crises situations (Maor, Gilad, & Ben-Nun Bloom, 2013). However, to date, research 
has yet to draw conclusions about the role of leadership communication in mitigating 
the impact of a crisis on reputation as seen through the lenses of internal stakeholders. 
As the internal stakeholders, employees are recognized as the human capital that is 
regarded as the most valuable asset of the organization. Thus, avoiding a dramatic 
downturn is essential especially among the talented young people by having a stable, 
strong, and favorable organizational reputation. Following this line of reasoning, this 
article will focus on the perceptions of the employees in the selected public organiza-
tions in Malaysia on crisis responsibility and organizational reputation by considering 
the role of charismatic leadership communication in managing crises. The findings of 
this study are important because they reflect employee assessments and evaluations of 
crisis and reputation management in Malaysia. In addition, assessing the importance 
of the role of communication during a crisis among public sectors’ employees is 
scarcely being investigated.

This research directly contributes to the business communication (and specifically 
public relations) literature in several ways. First, this research incorporates an in-depth 
analysis of leadership communication in public organization. As Watson (2007) and 
Kakavogianni (2009) stated, the current literature has not yet analyzed fully the poten-
tial charismatic communication aspects of a leader by considering the dynamic inter-
play of leadership, communication, and employees’ perceptions of organizational 
reputation during a crisis.

Second, most crisis and organization reputation research has been conducted in 
North America, Europe, and, to some degree, China (PRC), and Taiwan. To extend, 
broaden, and complement this work, this study considers the mediating effects 
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of charismatic leadership communication on the relationship between organizational 
crisis and organizational reputation in the vastly understudied (and inherently ethni-
cally diverse) Southeast Asian country of Malaysia. We strongly contend that broaden-
ing the literature via Asian-based studies such as this one are essential as we move 
toward more meaningful and deeply thought through comparisons and contrasts 
between people from nations located in various regions (see also Ota, McCann, & 
Honeycutt, 2012). In the few studies having non-Western samples, however, commu-
nication remains absent from the study of the organizational reputation (Abd-El-
Salam, Shawky, El-Nahas, & Nawar, 2013; Hamdi & Rajablu, 2012). Thus, we test 
our communication-centered model using members of public organizations in 
Malaysia. This line of research answers Seibold, Hollingshead, and Yoon’s (2014) call 
to identify the underlying communication process variables linking organizational 
traits and behavior and important work group outcomes in a different setting. More 
specifically, this research accepts Jin & Yeo (2011) invite to further investigate the 
effect of leadership communication in a reputation and relationship-building process 
in crisis situations.

This article comprises three major sections. The first discusses recent advances in 
the study of organizational crisis and public organization reputation management, pro-
vides a theoretical elaboration of leadership communication during crisis and a detailed 
discussion of the derived research hypotheses. The second section describes methods 
employed in this study and subsequently presents the results. The final section pro-
vides discussion, research limitations and implications as well as future 
recommendations.

Review of Literature

Organizational Crisis

A review on scholars’ definition of organizational crisis shows some commonalities, 
including the fact that a crisis: (1) is an unplanned event that has the potential to dis-
mantle the entire structure of an organization, (2) can affect the organization’s internal 
and external stakeholders, (3) may occur in any organization across all industries 
nationwide, and (4) may affect the survival of an organization (King, 2002). This study 
adopts Coombs and Holladay’s (2010) definition of an organizational crisis as “the 
perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies of stake-
holders and can seriously impact an organization performance and generate negative 
outcomes” (p. 238). In this study, crisis management is “a set of factors designed to 
combat crises and to lessen the actual damage inflicted” (Coombs & Holladay, 2010, 
p. 238) while crisis management team refers to a group designated by the organization 
to be responsible for the crisis management plan and to execute the plan when the need 
arises. The team members of the crisis management plan were selected by the top 
management based on specific criteria such as expertise in own field and experience 
in handling a crisis and were chosen to represent various departments in the 
organization.
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Crisis Responsibility

Crisis responsibility refers to the degree to which stakeholders attribute responsibility 
for a crisis to an organization (Coombs, 2007). Situational crisis communication the-
ory (SCCT) categorized types of crisis into three crisis clusters, namely (1) the victim 
cluster, (2) the accidental cluster, and (3) the preventable cluster. Each cluster explains 
a different level of crisis responsibility attributed to the organization. The victim clus-
ter is linked with a weak degree of responsibility, while the accidental cluster is associ-
ated with a reasonable degree of responsibility, and the preventable cluster is associated 
with a high level of responsibility to the organization. A preventable crisis is associ-
ated with a strong attribution of crisis responsibility that could affect reputation 
severely (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). Thus, crisis responsibility is related inversely to 
organizational reputation; the higher the level of crisis responsibility held by the orga-
nization the more severe the potential impact to its reputation.

Organizational Reputation

Among the many definitions of organization reputation academics have proposed, 
scholars have agreed that the most precise and widely accepted is that of Fombrun 
(1996) who defined corporate reputation as “a perpetual representation of a company’s 
past actions and future prospects that describes the firm’s overall appeal to its key 
constituents when compared with other leading rivals” (p. 72). Various definitions of 
corporate reputation have reflected the organization’s ability to fulfill its stakeholders’ 
expectations (Delgado-Garcia, De Quevedo-Puente, & De La Fuente-Sabate, 2010). 
In the present study, corporate reputation is conceptualized as the perception of an 
organization based on its internal stakeholders’ (employees) interpretations of that 
organization’s past, present, and future activities and the way in which these are com-
municated (Tucker & Melewar, 2005). This definition is drawn from inferences about 
employees’ perceptions of organizational reputation based on their experiences being 
a member of the organization. As part of the organization, the interpretation these 
employees made was crafted through their interactions with the organization. 
Organization reputation in this study was measured using the reputation quotient 
developed by Fombrun and Van Riel (2004). The reputation quotient assesses employ-
ees’ perceptions toward their organization based on six attributions, namely, vision 
and leadership, social and environmental responsibility, emotional appeal, products 
and services, workplace environment, and financial performance.

The previous studies indicated differences between Eastern and Western perspec-
tives in the way in which organizational reputation was perceived (Chetthamrongchai, 
2010). Chetthamrongchai (2010) found that while Asian executives perceived reputa-
tion as being more associated with tangible benefits such as better financial perfor-
mance and developing strategic partnerships, the North American and European 
executive saw organizational reputation as being more associated with intangible ben-
efits such as recruitment and retention of human capital, gaining public support and 
trust and, building policy initiatives. These differences may help to explain the way in 
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which Malaysian employees perceive their organizational reputation and leadership 
communication.

Charismatic Leadership and Communication

Charismatic leadership communication in this study is conceptualized as “a distinctive 
set of leader’s interpersonal communicative behaviors geared toward the optimization 
of hierarchical relationships” (de Vries, Bakker-Pieper, & Oostenveld, 2010, p. 368) in 
order to form a favorable perception. Unlike other leadership practice definitions that 
focused on the managerial aspect and styles of leadership, this comprehensive defini-
tion suggests that leaders must employ more interpersonal communication skills in 
achieving the organization’s goal. This does mean that a leader should depend on 
interpersonal skills exclusively, but should see these skills as complementary. We 
argue that adopting this set of interpersonal communicative behaviors will enhance 
leaders’ ability to manage a crisis thus creating better perceptions of organizational 
reputation.

Because of the political nature of public organization, leaders in public organiza-
tion are often perceived as highly effective when they demonstrate verbal intelligence 
or oratorical attributes such as effective interpersonal skills (Levine, Muenchen, & 
Brooks, 2010; Renshon, 1995). Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl (2004) argued that attri-
butes of interpersonal skills are strongly demonstrated by leaders when a crisis 
involved national or political issues that required influencing public perceptions. Thus, 
in the present study, leadership communication will be examined from an interper-
sonal aspect including the demonstration of communication behaviors a charismatic 
leader exhibits. The communications behaviors such as expressing appropriate emo-
tions by leaders show the degree of their involvement with the subject matters.

Scholars have agreed that charisma can be taught (Antonakis, Fenley, & Liechti, 
2011). Traits that are not inborn, such as physical appearance and interpersonal skills, 
can be acquired through learning to complement the inborn traits such as physical 
unattractiveness. Ultimately charisma is the result of excellent communication and 
interpersonal skills, and these skills can be learned and developed. Charismatic gap 
can be bridged through training which will significantly improve a leader’s perfor-
mance. Scholars also suggested that charisma can be acquired by bolstering one’s 
ability to gain and maintain other people’s attention to his or her ideas (Conger, 
Kanungo, & Menon, 2000). This way, charismatic leader will be able to successfully 
communicate ideas and processes.

Charismatic leadership communication exhibited by leaders is closely associated 
with the leader’s ability to practice the traits of a competent communicator and dem-
onstrate authenticity and trust to deal with crisis (Schoenborn, 2005). At this stage, an 
authentic leader is expected to communicate the realities and possibilities to gain 
stakeholders trust and confidence. This is done through his or her ability to develop a 
level of trust and demonstrate authenticity in order to influence or motivate an organi-
zation’s stakeholders toward a specific behavior or belief initially set by the organiza-
tion. This ability is not always an inborn trait but rather can be gained through training 
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(Levine et al., 2010). Wang and Hsieh (2013) suggested that leadership derives from 
one’s life experiences, which provide advantages for exercising authentic morality 
and integrity (George, Sims, McLean, & Mayer, 2007). Frese, Beimel, and Schoenborn 
(2003) suggested that training for charismatic communication emphasizes both con-
tent (stressing the importance of the project, by sharing a vision related to the project, 
by increasing the confidence of the subordinates, and by stressing a common goal) 
and stylistic components such as nonverbal communication including power, confi-
dence, and a dynamic presence. Most organizations emphasize training for leaders to 
“bring out” or to polish the charismatic communication in them (Hooijberg & Choi, 
2001).

Crisis management is a challenge for leadership as it tests the quality and charac-
ter of leaders, including their communication skills. In view of this, scholars in 
public relations have highlighted the importance of analyzing leadership traits and 
the qualities of leaders in an organizational crisis context (Meng & Berger 2013; 
Schoenberg, 2005). In addition, current research in public relations and strategic 
communication has recognized the importance of applying leadership communica-
tion to develop successful communication leaders in the institutional context (Meng 
& Berger, 2013).

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory

The SCCT was developed to guide leaders to make decisions on which to create 
response strategy to employ in specific crisis situations to mitigate threats to its reputa-
tion (Claeys, Cauberghe, & Vyncke, 2010; Coombs, 2004, 2007). The SCCT evolved 
from a number of studies that examined how a crisis might shape the selection of crisis 
response strategies and/or that examined the effect of crisis response strategies on 
organizational reputation. The idea was to articulate a theory-based system for match-
ing crisis response strategies to the crisis situation to best preserve organizational 
reputation. The SCCT focuses on the use of communication to preserve and protect an 
organization’s valuable reputation (Coombs, 2007). It argues that, as the reputational 
threat increases, crisis managers should use response strategies that demonstrate a 
higher level of acceptance of responsibility for the crisis and address the organiza-
tion’s concerns for the victims involved.

The notion of selective retention based on specific crisis situations suggests that, as 
organizational reputational threat increases, crisis managers should use response strat-
egies demonstrating a higher level of acceptance of responsibility for the crisis and 
addressing organizational concerns, especially those of the organizational stakehold-
ers involved. Thus, a manager’s actions toward a crisis reinforce those existing atti-
tudes and beliefs of stakeholders toward the organization (Claeys et al., 2010; Coombs, 
2004, 2007). Applied to SCCT, positive perceptions of charismatic leaders’ communi-
cation indicating leaders are competent, confident, enthusiastic, and skilled also would 
influence positively employee perceptions of organizational reputation. It seems rea-
sonable then, that leader communication during crisis as a process could strengthen 
organizational reputation.
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Hypothesis Development

Based on the SCCT discussed above, this study proposes a theoretical framework 
derived from the literature in crisis communication and leadership management. Four 
hypotheses developed from the proposed theoretical framework are discussed in the 
following section.

Crisis Responsibility and Perceived Organizational Reputation

Crisis management literature suggests that crisis responsibility directly affects organi-
zational reputation (Coombs, 2007, 2012). Stakeholders make attributions of crisis 
responsibility based on the cause triggering the crisis (Wester, 2009). In addition, ini-
tial crisis responsibility reflects the degree to which stakeholders believe organiza-
tional actions have triggered the crisis (Weber, Erickson, & Stone, 2011). Previous 
study on crisis management has demonstrated that attribution of crisis responsibility is 
related negatively to favorable organizational reputation (Coombs, 2004, 2007; 
Coombs & Holladay, 2002); the more the organization is perceived as responsible for 
the crisis, the more severe the damage to its reputation (Sisco, 2012). However, Helm 
and Tolsdorf’s (2009) recent findings suggested that organizational reputation has the 
potential to reduce the negative effects posed by a crisis threat. They further concluded 
that the effect of the crisis is weak when the reputation is good and strong when the 
reputation is bad.

An organization’s actions either to assume or to reject crisis responsibility are cru-
cial in rebuilding a reputation damaged by a crisis threat thus confirming the direct 
link that exists (Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In the event the organiza-
tion is perceived as responsible for a crisis, the acceptance of crisis responsibility will 
result in a positive reputation. Therefore, the following hypothesis is advanced for 
testing:

Hypothesis 1: Attribution of crisis responsibility is related to perceived organiza-
tion reputation.

Crisis Responsibility and Charismatic Leadership Communication

Empirical research has suggested that the role of crisis communication is one influen-
tial factor in the attribution of charismatic leadership (Halverson, Holladay, Kazama, 
& Quiñones, 2004). In addition, previous study has demonstrated a positive link 
between leaders’ charismatic communications and perceptions of leadership effective-
ness after the crisis has hit. In another study, crisis responsibility perceptions were 
found to be related to expected leadership effectiveness while higher charismatic 
delivery in communication was linked positively with higher ratings of charisma and 
effectiveness (Bligh, Kohles, & Pillai, 2005).

Charismatic leadership communication was most likely to emerge when crises 
involved national or political issues, including national security, which placed great 
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responsibility on the government’s side. Bligh et al. (2005) found that the context of a 
national crisis directly affected the leader’s charismatic leadership communications 
reflecting a great sense of responsibility for the country’s vulnerability on national 
security. In addition, increased perception of charismatic leadership communication is 
associated with increased ratings of charisma and effectiveness in overcoming crises. 
The influence of a crisis on a leader’s use of charismatic rhetoric indicated a strong, 
positive relationship between leader charismatic rhetoric and perceptions of leader 
effectiveness in managing that crisis (Davis, 2012). We argue that the more the attribu-
tion of crisis responsibility is associated with the organization, the higher charismatic 
leadership communication is demonstrated by the organization. Therefore, the follow-
ing hypothesis is advanced for testing:

Hypothesis 2: Attribution of crisis responsibility is related positively to the demon-
stration of leader’s charismatic leadership communication.

Charismatic Leadership Communication and Perceived Organizational 
Reputation

Drawing on charismatic leadership communication in a situational context, previous 
study has indicated that leaders’ behavioral charisma affect organization reputation 
significantly (Madlock, 2008; Pillai, 1996). For example, Walter and Bruch (2009) 
identified charismatic leadership behavior as one significant contextual antecedent of 
organization reputation during crisis. Empirical research has also demonstrated that 
leaders’ unfavorable communication behaviors lead to negative outcomes when the 
crisis was mismanaged, thus burdening organization with bad reputation (Coombs, 
2007; Pillai & Meindl, 1998).

Managing reputation is an important part of leadership which helps determine orga-
nizational success (Van der Jagt, 2005). Recently, research also has confirmed that a 
leader’s visibility and immediate response to a crisis influences stakeholders’ percep-
tions toward organizational reputation after the crisis (Turk, Jin, Stewart, Kim, & 
Hipple, 2012). We argue that the conclusion might vary according to the degree of 
demonstration of a leader’s charismatic communication in his or her response through-
out the crisis period. A lack of charismatic communication and the ability to immedi-
ately respond to crisis are critical factors affecting organizational reputation.

Crisis leadership literature suggests that a leader should assume the role of being 
the organization’s spokesperson during a crisis (Littlefield & Quennette, 2007; Lucero, 
Tan, & Pang, 2009) to mitigate unfavorable impacts; thus, a leader must not only be 
visible during a crisis but also demonstrate these leadership communication attributes 
while assuming the spokesperson’s role for the organization. We argue that a leader’s 
inability to employ charismatic leadership communication eventually will affect a 
leader’s efforts to change crisis outcomes and rebuild tarnished reputations. Thus, we 
advance the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Leader’s demonstration of charismatic leadership communication is 
related positively to perceived organizational reputation.
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The Mediating Roles of Charismatic Leadership Communication

Charismatic leadership communication is more crucial during the response stage of 
the crisis than in the prevention and recovery stages (Hale, Dulek, & Hale, 2005). 
Based on the attribution of crisis responsibility, an organization in crisis experiences 
communication challenges deciding on the response and in what manner the commu-
nication should be employed to mitigate the effects of the crisis. Appropriate responses 
taken by responsible leadership after the crisis reduce the effects of reputation insta-
bilities (Coldwell, Joosub, & Papageorgiou, 2012). In addition, Coldwell et al. (2012) 
suggested that inappropriate leader response might affect adversely organizational 
reputation.

During a crisis, responsive leaders focus on reestablishing the relationships between 
the organization and stakeholders and strive for a positive crisis outcome (Kakavogianni, 
2009), especially when the organization is perceived as being responsible for trigger-
ing the crisis (Coombs, 2007). Thus, in times of crisis, a leader’s responsibility is to 
ensure that the organization communicates promptly, responsibly, and effectively. 
More precisely, scholars suggested that, when stakeholders attribute crisis responsibil-
ity to the organization, a successful leader will (and should) appropriately and charis-
matically manage that crisis and lead through communication.

Related to crisis responsibility and organizational reputation and, aligned with the 
role of communication as posited in the SCCT, we argue that charismatic leadership 
communication performs a substantial function with respect to a crisis threat. The 
SCCT posits that, as the crisis team adjusts to the initial reputational threat, leaders are 
held responsible for altering the perceptions of their stakeholders about the potential 
impact of the crisis. Thus, we argue that perceived positive charismatic leaders’ com-
munication indicating that leaders are competent, confident, enthusiastic, and skilled 
will influence positively the employee’s perception of organizational reputation. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis is advanced for testing:

Hypothesis 4: Leader’s demonstration of charismatic leadership communication 
during crisis mediates the relationship between crisis responsibility and perceived 
organizational reputation.

Method

Participants

The participants of this study were public organization officers from selected public 
organizations in Malaysia. These organizations were chosen because they were directly 
affected by the crisis and also involved in managing it. The participants were of lower 
and middle managerial levels and from various departments and across job functions 
who were selected based on random sampling method. To ensure participants have 
sufficient knowledge and understanding about crisis, leadership, and organization 
reputation, the requirements were that they (1) must be familiar with the organization 
(a minimum of 6 to 9 months’ working experience) and (b) must have had at least 
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indirect experience in assisting the implementation of crisis management even though 
they were not on the crisis management team. In addition, all participants possessed a 
bachelor’s degree as a minimum educational qualification to qualify for this survey.

Consistent with the minimum time period typically needed to develop a mature 
workplace relationship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), our sample excluded employees 
who had been in their organization for less than 3 months (Bakar, Dilbeck, & 
McCroskey, 2010; Bakar & Sheer, 2013; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Hence, we ensured 
that the participants were sufficiently familiar with their leaders so that we could get a 
more accurate evaluation of their leaders’ charismatic leadership communication.

In that employee sample, 54.8% were male and 45.2% female; 73% were ethnically 
Malay, 21% Chinese, and 6% Indians. Approximately 63% of the participants were 
lower and middle-level managers and 37% were top-level managers. Seventy-one per-
cent of the respondents had been working for 1 to 10 years in the organization; 29% 
indicated that they had worked more than 10 years for the organization. Eighty-three 
percent had been reporting to the present manager for 1 to 5 years while 17% had been 
reporting to the current manager for more than 5 years.

Procedure

Participants of this study responded to survey questions regarding crisis responsibility, 
charismatic leadership communication, and perceived organization reputation. In 
measuring crisis responsibility, participants are given the scenario of the crisis to 
enable them to recall the crisis. Then, respondents were asked to make attribution of 
the crisis responsibility based on the given crisis scenario. The questionnaire assessed 
participants’ perceptions of the (a) cause of the crisis, whether it is caused by the orga-
nization or circumstances, (b) organization’s ability to control or to avoid the crisis, 
and (c) organization’s ability to manage the crisis.

In the second section of the survey, the respondents were asked to answer questions 
regarding their perceptions of organization reputation. Participants’ perceptions 
toward their organization were assessed based on reputation quotient’s six attributions, 
namely, vision and leadership, social and environmental responsibility, emotional 
appeal, products and services, workplace environment, and financial performance. As 
for charismatic leadership communication, participants were asked to recall and evalu-
ate their leaders’ charismatic leadership communication aspects while managing the 
crisis. The aspects measured in the survey were the leaders’ task-oriented communica-
tion, emphatic, and enthusiastic traits.

Survey packs were sent to respondents via the human resources department of each 
participating organization. Prior to the survey, participants were identified based on a 
complete list of employees who are familiar or have experience with crisis given by 
the human resources department of each participating organization. A cover letter out-
lined the research process, solicited voluntary participation, and assured confidential-
ity. The survey pack contained questionnaires and preaddressed envelopes for 
participants to return the completed questionnaires directly. Of the 1,200 question-
naires sent to senior and middle managers, 383 were returned, a 32% response rate.
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Framing of the Contextual Crisis

For the purpose of measuring crisis responsibility and organization reputation, an 
actual crisis scenario was chosen to frame the contextual situation for this study. A 
government agency was investigating an allegation of corruption involving a member 
of the state executive. This investigation has led to the death of the state executive’s 
political secretary while under the custody of the agency (The Star, July 22, 2009; The 
New Straits Times, July 18, 2009). This incident had triggered media’s closed scrutiny 
on the crisis, including mainstream and alternative media and bloggers questioning the 
reputation of the government bodies involved in managing the inquest (Hector, 2011; 
Reduan, 2014). The investigation of this case is still ongoing, resulting in a prolonged 
political controversy involving a regulatory body (Tan, 2014). This incident is catego-
rized under preventable crisis, which leads to a maximum impact on reputation 
(Coombs, 2010, Coombs & Holladay, 2006), if the government is proven as respon-
sible for the crisis.

The criteria for selecting the crises were (1) generalizability—all government orga-
nizations are likely to have same impact, or to certain degree, be affected by the crises; 
(2) recent—all crises are either recent and/or, ongoing; (3) familiar crises—which 
public are aware of, involved with, or directly affected by the crises; and (4) all the 
three crises are interrelated and of the same criteria, which fall under the category of 
preventable crisis. These criteria are (1) organization investigation/action that resulted 
in the death of nonemployee, which led to; (2) intense scrutiny from news media, as a 
result; and (2) government organizations are caught/put/being at the center of a politi-
cal controversy. In this study, participants made the attribution of crisis responsibility 
based on the selected crises framing given and evaluated their leaders’ charismatic 
communication demonstrated while managing the crises.

The leaders in this study were from the federal government departments and were 
among the highest level leaders not politically appointed. They work directly under the 
ministries and were government appointed. These leaders are part of the civil service 
system and experience significant pressures from powerful outside forces such as pub-
lic interest groups and legislators.

Instrumentation

An English-language version of organizational crisis, perceived reputation, and char-
ismatic leadership communication questions was used in the instrument developed for 
this study. This was in accordance with other researchers’ use of language preference 
when studying Malaysian subjects (Bakar et al., 2010) because working-class 
Malaysians are considered sufficiently proficient in the English language. Details of 
the instruments used in this study are as follows.

Organizational Crisis Responsibility. The perception of organizational crisis responsibil-
ity was measured with a scale developed by Coombs and Holladay (2002). In the pres-
ent study, the 8-item Likert-type scale generated a Cronbach’s alpha of .76.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations Among the Variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3

1. Crisis responsibility (CRISIS) 3.42 0.65 —  
2.  Perception of organizational reputation 

(REPUTATION)
4.1 0.59 .23* —  

3. Charismatic leadership communication (CHARISMA) 3.9 0.62 .25* .54* —

*p < .01.

Perceived Organization Reputation. Participants’ perceived organizational reputation 
was measured with a 20-item Likert type scale developed by Fombrun and Van Riel 
(2004) with adjustment made to suit public organization. In the present study, the 
revised 16-item Likert-type scale generated a Cronbach’s alpha of .95.

Charismatic Leadership Communication. The charismatic leadership communication 
was measured with a scale developed by Levine et al. (2010). In this study, the 23-item 
scale generated a Cronbach’s alpha of .97. Because previous study produced mixed 
results on this measurement scale, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed 
to determine the factors. The result shows that 23 items loaded significantly in three 
dimensions, namely, task-oriented communication (TOC), enthusiasm (ENT) and 
empathy (EMP). The CFA result produces an acceptable fit for this model with χ2 = 
720.325, p > .01 df = 227; comparative fit index (CFI) = .94; normed fit index (NFI) = 
.91; standardized root mean square residual (SRMSR) = .027; and root mean square of 
approximation (RMSEA) = .07. Average variance extracted for the three dimensions 
was β = .70, .61, and .70, respectively. The composite reliability for ENT was .94, 
TOC was .95, and EMP was .92. Thus, it can be concluded that the Charismatic Lead-
ership Communication Scale is a valid and reliable instrument to measure the con-
struct of charismatic leadership communication.

Data Analysis

Prior to conducting hypothesis testing, we tested the data for entry errors and normal-
ity (based on kurtosis and skewedness) of the distribution of each item and the com-
posite score of each variable. The majority of the items appeared within normal ranges. 
Descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables are reported in Table 1.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to determine the distinctiveness of 
the three variables: (1) crisis responsibility, (2) employees’ perceptions of organiza-
tional reputation, and (3) charismatic leadership communication. A hypothesized three-
factor structure with distinct, correlated factors for crisis responsibility, employees’ 
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perceptions of organizational reputation, and charismatic leadership communication 
was compared with a series of possible models: (1) a two-factor model, in which the 
items of crisis responsibility, employees’ perceptions of organizational reputation, and 
charismatic leadership communication were loaded on a common factor; (2) a one-
factor model, in which all items were loaded on one factor. Details of Cronbach’s 
alpha, average variance extracted, and composite reliability for each construct are pre-
sented in Table 2.

The results of the CFA, shown in Table 3, indicated that the three-factor model, 
with crisis responsibility, employees’ perceptions of organizational reputation, and 
charismatic leadership communication items loading on unique factors, produced the 
best fit of all alternative models: χ2(849, N = 383) = 1737.59, p < .01; CFI = .94; NFI 
= .88; SRMSR = .028; and RMSEA = .053. All items loaded significantly on their 
respective factors. The satisfactory factor structure indicated clear discriminant valid-
ity of all variables, which allowed us to proceed with model testing. See Table 3 for the 
CFA summary and Table 4 for the factor loadings.

We tested our hypotheses with structural equation modeling (SEM). Multiple 
regression and SEM is a stringent, appropriate, and efficient procedure for testing our 
model (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) and it allows (1) simultaneous analyses of variables, 
which minimizes possible biases (e.g., employees’ one-sided rating); (2) supports 
mediation tests; and (3) identifies sources of variance, thus reducing measurement 
error.

Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the Structure of the Measured Variables.

Cronbach’s α CR AVE

Discriminant validity

 CR CLC POR

CRISIS .76 0.805 0.514 0.717  
CHARISMA .97 0.968 0.909 0.233 0.953  
REPUTATION .95 0.969 0.863 0.250 0.569 0.929

Note. AVE, average variance extracted; CRISIS = crisis responsibility; REPUTATION = employees’ 
perceptions of organizational reputation; CHARISMA = charismatic leadership communication.

Table 3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the Structure of the Measured Variables.

Model χ2(df) Δχ2(df) CFI NFI SRMSR RMSEA

Three-factor 208.70 (42) — .97 .90 .04 .05
Two-factor 225.74 (40) 1004.41 (3) .90 .92 .03 .21
One-factor 307.73 (41)  237.04 (4) .89 .87 .10 .20

Note. NFI = normed fit index; CFI = comparative fit index; SRMSR = standardized root mean square 
residual; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation. All χ2 and Δχ2 values are significant at  
p < .01.
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Table 4. Standardized Factor Loadings of Items Measuring the Three Theoretical 
Constructs.

Indicator
Factor 
loading

Crisis responsibility
 The cause of the crisis was something the organization could control. .81a

 The cause of the crisis was something the organization could have 
controlled.

.79a

 The cause of the crisis is something that is manageable by the 
organization.

.71a

 The blame for the crisis lies in the circumstances, not the organization. .52a

 The blame for the crisis lies with the organization.b .11
 Circumstances, not the organization, are responsible for the crisis.b .48
Organization reputation
 I have a good feeling about the organization. .89a

 I admire and respect the organization. .91a

 I trust the organization. .91a

 This organization stands behind it products and services. .84a

 This organization develops innovative products and services. .81a

 This organization offers high-quality products and services. .84a

 This organization offers products and services that are good value of 
money.

.60a

 This organization has excellent leadership. .90a

 This organization has a clear vision for its future. .85a

 This organization recognizes and takes advantage of market opportunities. .53a

 This organization is well managed. .88a

 This organization looks like a good company to work for. .89a

 This organization looks like a company that would have good employees. .85a

 This organization support good causes. .83a

 This organization is an environmentally responsible company. .76a

 This organization maintains a high standard in the way it treats people. .79a

Charismatic leadership communication
 The leader has a confident communication style. .76a

 Is influential. .74a

 Is a good public speaker .82a

 The leader uses active language. .84a

 The leader listens well. .88a

 The leader can empathize with others. .88a

 Is genuine. .85a

 Is understanding of another’s feelings. .84a

 The leader is poised. .56a

 The leader communicates a sense of involvement with the subject matter. .82a

 Is a skillful speaker. .85a

 The leader is positive. .87a

(continued)
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Hypothesis Testing: Structure Equation Modeling

The result in Table 5 below indicated that a significant relationship between crisis 
responsibility and perceived organization reputation (β = .201, t = 3.232, p < .01). This 
finding shows that while it is statistically significant, the association between the two 
constructs is moderate to slight, almost negligible (Hair, Money, Samouel, & Page, 
2007). This finding suggests that the attribution of crisis responsibility is directly asso-
ciated with perceived organization reputation. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. The 
result also showed that the attribution of crisis responsibility was positively and signifi-
cantly related to the demonstration of leader’s charismatic leadership communication 
(β = .303, t = 4.032, p < .01). The result implies that the greater the attribution of crisis 
responsibility, the stronger the demonstration of charismatic leadership communication 
by public organization leaders. The strength of the relationship is moderate to minimal. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported. The result also indicated that demonstration of 
leader’s charismatic leadership communication was positively and significantly related 

Indicator
Factor 
loading

 Can put others at ease. .72a

 The leader is enthusiastic. .78a

 The leader uses powerful language. .74a

 The leader is persuasive. .80a
 The leader is goal oriented. .84a

 The leader is motivational. .84a

 The leader has definite ideas. .85a

 The leader is likely to achieve the goals that he or she sets out to 
accomplish.

.83a

 The leader communicates well both verbally and nonverbally. .84a

 The leader is task oriented. .82a

 The leader asks others to share opinion. .83a

aIndicates a loading significant at p < .01. bItems have been deleted due to low factor loading.

Table 4. (continued)

Table 5. Relationship Between Crisis Responsibility (CRISIS), Charismatic Leadership 
Communication (CHARISMA) and Employees’ Perceptions of Organization Reputation 
(REPUTATION).

β SE t

REPUTATION ← CRISIS .201* 0.062 3.235
CHARISMA ←- CRISIS .303* 0.075 4.032
REPUTATION ← CHARISMA .529* 0.044 11.900

*p < .01.
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to perceived organization reputation (β = .529, t = 11.900, p < .01). The finding sug-
gests that the stronger the demonstration of charismatic leadership communication by 
the leaders, the better the perception of a public organization’s reputation. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Testing for Mediation

To verify Hypothesis 4, SEM was employed. Baron and Kenny’s (1986) casual steps 
approach to test mediation based on the charismatic leadership communication con-
struct were applied. As shown in Table 6 the models produce an acceptable fit which 
is consistent with Hu and Bentler’s (1999) guidelines. Results of the X–Y model 
(Model 1) shows that crisis responsibility significantly and positively related to repu-
tation (c = .432, t = 6.567, p < .01). R2 for Model 1 was .105. Results of X–M model 
(Model 2) showed that crisis responsibility was significantly and positively related to 
charismatic leadership communication (a = .363, t = 5.318, p < .01). R2 for Model 2 
was .072. As indicated by Model 3, after we included the crisis charismatic leadership 
communication in the model (b = .571, t = 13.684, p < .01), crisis responsibility 
remained positively and significantly related to reputation but the regression weight 
was reduced (cʹ= .242, t = 4.223, p < .01). When crisis responsibility was an indepen-
dent variable, the indirect effect was significant in the hypothesized model as the out-
come, E(ajbj) = 0.19, p < .01, SE = 0.02, 95% confidence interval (CI) = [.088, .204] 
based on 19 iterations. This indicated that 6.8% of variance was accounted for employ-
ees’ perceptions of organizational reputation by charismatic leadership communica-
tion. The overall R2 of the mediation test was .370. This result demonstrated that (a) 
crisis responsibility was related to organizational reputation and (b) charismatic lead-
ership communication partially mediated the relationship between crisis responsibility 
and reputation. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion

We proposed a structural model in which charismatic leadership communication par-
tially mediated crisis responsibility and perceived organizational reputation. Our find-
ings offer an empirically validated conceptual framework of crisis communication and 
reputation that includes three variables: crisis responsibility, charismatic leadership 
communication, and perceived organizational reputation. A somewhat surprising find-
ing is that employees’ perceptions of their organization reputation are positively 
related to the attribution they made of crisis responsibility. This aligns with Coombs 
and Holladay’s (2006) argument that a strong reputation could be regarded as “reputa-
tional capital,” which can create a halo effect that protects an organization during a 
crisis. The result reveals that employees’ positive perceptions may be due to the fact 
that they perceived the crisis as something that is manageable and could be controlled 
by the organization.

The positive direction of the relationship between crisis responsibility and organi-
zational reputation indicates that if a crisis were managed successfully organizational 
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reputation would be secured. Crisis responsibility as the predictor in the study indi-
cates that employees view circumstances, not the organization, as being responsible 

Table 6. Structural Equation Modeling Results of Charismatic Leadership Communication as 
a Mediator.

Model  

χ2(p) = 292.021 χ2(p) = 511.905 χ2(p) = 1050.60
 df = 113 df = 205 df = 486
 CFI = .97 CFI = .95 CFI = .95
 NFI = .94 NFI = .93 NFI = .91
 SRMSR = .02 SRMSR = .03 SRMSR = .02
 RMSEA = .06 RMSEA = .06 RMSEA = .05

 Total effects Fixed effects

 X–Y X–M M–Y

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Dependent variables Y: Reputation M: Charismatic 
leadership 

communication

Y: Reputation

Step 1: Independent variables
 Crisis responsibility .432* (c) .363* (a) .242* (c′)
 R2 .105 .072 .369
Step 2: Mediator
 Charismatic leadership 

communication
.571* (b), .338

 X: Crisis responsibility Estimated variance 
(ajbj) = 0.09

 E(ajbj) = 0.48
 95% CI = (.014, .034)
 SE = 0.01
 E(ajbj + c) = 0.19
 95% CI = [.088, .204]
 SE = 0.02
 R2 .105 .072 .338
 Change R2 — –.033 .266
 Log-likelihood 201.957 202.023 213.681
 Akaike (AIC) 6.0 6.0 6.0
 Bayesian (BIC) 17.724 17.724 17.724
 Intercept 3.207 2.965 2.023

Note. NFI = normed fit index; CFI = comparative fit index; SRMSR = standardized root mean square 
residual; RMSEA = root mean square of approximation; CI = confidence interval; AIC = Akaike 
information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
*ρ < .01
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for the crises. As Marconi (2002) put it, “having a bad reputation does not necessarily 
mean that the organization is at fault; it means a widespread perception exists that the 
organization is guilty” (p. 114). Thus, internal perceptions suggest that employees 
know the organization better than do outsiders. As the internal stakeholders, employ-
ees are often able to recognize whether the organization is at fault or is being victim-
ized and discredited by another party such as a special-interest group (Marconi, 2002).

Linking to the contextual crises selected for this study, the conclusion can be made 
that employees feel that an incident involving their organization, close media scrutiny, 
and political controversy were all manageable and did not perceive their organiza-
tion’s reputation as being tarnished by the crises. A more likely explanation is that the 
causal relationship is reversed. That is, when organizations face greater attribution for 
a crisis, they are more likely to be concerned more about their reputation. This situa-
tion leaves unanswered a vital question for future studies, which is assessing the direc-
tion of the causal relationship.

The Central Role of Charismatic Leadership Communication in the 
Organizational Reputation Processes

At the macro level, the mediating effects of perceived charismatic leadership commu-
nication on organizational reputation clearly support the notion that communication 
preserves and protects an organization’s valuable reputation (Coombs, 2004). In this 
study, employees who perceived a stronger demonstration of charismatic leadership 
communication by their leaders exhibited a more favorable evaluation of their organi-
zation’s reputation (Men & Stacks, 2013).

Perceived charismatic leadership communication dimensions such as task-oriented 
communication, empathy, and enthusiasm are found to directly influence perceived 
organizational reputation in our model. The findings indicate that the impact of crisis 
responsibility on organizational reputation varied according to the perception of char-
ismatic leadership communication. In the context of organizational reputation, our 
findings also show that the crisis leader’s ability to communicate charismatically 
shaped the way in which employees perceive organizational reputation. The demon-
stration of charismatic leadership communication while assuming the responsibility 
for the organization during a crisis (Littlefield & Quennette, 2007) influences stake-
holders’ favorable perceptions toward the organization’s reputation (McDonald, 
Sparks, & Glendon, 2010).

Contribution to the Crisis and Organizational Reputation

Most previous research of charismatic leadership was investigated from managerial 
aspects of leadership that revolved around noninterpersonal activities such as plan-
ning, organizing, decision making, problem solving, and controlling (de Vries et al., 
2010; Levine, 2008; McCartney & Campbell, 2006). In this study, we accounted for 
charismatic leadership communication by measuring communication perspectives in 
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terms of a leader’s task-oriented communication, enthusiasm, and empathy. The find-
ings suggest that the three dimensions of charismatic leadership communication are 
directly influenced by the relationship between crisis responsibility and organizational 
reputation. These findings contribute to reputation literature in several ways.

First, our result shows that public-sector employees in Malaysia perceived charis-
matic leaders differently than employees in the West in terms of leadership communi-
cation behaviors. Respondents in this study perceived that the leaders who they 
characterized as charismatic demonstrated traits such as “always be a good public 
speaker, use(s) active language, uses powerful language, and is task oriented.” Previous 
study in the West indicated that charismatic leaders were perceived as poised, skillful 
speakers, goal-oriented, and, comfortable when engaged in public speaking.

However, both Western and Asian respondents exhibited some similarity about the 
traits they perceived their charismatic leaders as demonstrating, including the ability 
to empathize with others, being enthusiastic, having definite ideas, and asking others 
to their share opinions. However, the differences and similarities of leaders’ charis-
matic communication traits were evaluated in two different situations and purposes; 
previous studies identified communication behaviors to define charismatic communi-
cation, while the present study assessed charismatic communication demonstrated by 
leaders while managing a crisis.

Second, the findings of this study validated the notions Coombs (2004, 2007, 
2012), Liu et al. (2012), and Stephens, Malone, and Bailey (2005) brought forward 
that organizations use communication to shape perceptions toward crisis responsibil-
ity by framing crisis news through the practice of charismatic leadership communica-
tion. Our findings also indicate that a leader who demonstrates communication 
behaviors such as being positive, understanding the victim’s feelings and expressing 
genuine concerns, and being able to empathize with the victims during crisis influ-
ences perceptions of organizational reputation.

Third, in addressing the issues of the stakeholders involved, a leader’s use of appro-
priate body language often indicate positive communicative, thus helping ease a dif-
ficult situation. This finding supports the conclusions of Holladay and Coombs (1994); 
Coombs and Holladay (2001); and Levine et al. (2010) that nonverbal communication 
of a charismatic leader is important for bringing forth the emotional side of that leader 
during a crisis.

Finally, our structural mediation model approach suggests that the traditional lead-
ership approach focusing solely on managerial charismatic leadership may be inade-
quate. Rather, the effectiveness of a leader is likely the result of his or her communication 
ability through task-oriented communication, enthusiasm, and empathy during a cri-
sis, which complements the managerial communication aspect of leadership. 
Furthermore, for the whole of internal stakeholders in an organization, charismatic 
leadership communication perhaps is the most important antecedent to organizational 
reputation.

Although our charismatic leadership communication style–based model is derived 
from relevant findings based on predominantly Western research, we empirically vali-
dated the model with a Malaysian sample. Thus, communication centeredness and 
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SCCT principles exhibited some degree of cross-cultural validity. Nonetheless, our 
mediation model of perceived charismatic leadership communication likely belies the 
richness of work culture in Malaysian organizations in which coordination, mutual 
help, work task integration, and concerted pursuit of organization goals are the norm 
(Bakar & Sheer, 2013).

Practical Implications

The main practical implications are related to the central role of charismatic leadership 
communication in the organizational reputation processes. The dynamic nature of 
charismatic leadership communication can change reputational outcomes directly and 
change the impact level of crisis responsibility on organizational reputation. We sug-
gest that during a crisis a leader should initiate and communicate with internal stake-
holders using critical interpersonal aspects of leadership communication, both verbal 
and nonverbally, to strengthen organizational reputation. More importantly, our find-
ing that charismatic leadership communication contributed to organizational reputa-
tion explicitly brought charismatic leadership communication to the forefront of 
organizational reputation management.

Limitations and Future Research

The cross-sectional nature of the data presented here does not eliminate the possibility 
that causal relationships described in the model could be reversed. First, although our 
additional tests helped us rule out the reversal causation statistically, experimental and 
longitudinal research is needed to establish true causation. Second, charismatic leader-
ship communication was measured via employee perceptions that may deviate from 
what actually happened. Future research could record and content analyze actual inter-
actions among top management people. Third, the charismatic leadership communica-
tion measures (Levine et al., 2010) adopted in this study treated the construct largely 
as overall leader communication style. Alternative measures can be developed to 
examine a collection of specific leader communication behaviors. Fourth, our sample 
was restricted to only Malaysian respondents. Samples with respondents from other 
countries should be considered to enhance the generalizability of the model. Finally, 
this study does not measure environmental factors such as organizational culture and 
climate that may affect the way in which Malaysians perceived organizational reputa-
tion compared with Westerners.

This study examined only organizational reputation, and other outcomes may be 
equally relevant to our model. Future research should probe further as to whether char-
ismatic leadership communication, too, mediates the relationships between crisis 
responsibility and other possible key organizational reputation outcomes such as media 
coverage and stakeholder’s loyalty. Finally, for management training purposes, future 
research could profitably investigate specific communication acts and behaviors that 
managers and organization members consider during a crisis. Through charismatic 
leadership communication training, organizational outcomes could be enhanced.
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