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Abstract 

In today’s competitive and digitally-driven marketplace, corporate reputation remains a cornerstone for 
organizational success, particularly among indigenous companies operating in complex environments. 

This study investigates the public relations strategies of Innoson Motors, a leading indigenous automobile 

manufacturer in Nigeria, with a focus on how these strategies enhance reputation, stakeholder 
engagement, and organizational performance. Utilizing a qualitative, phenomenological research design, 

ten purposively selected stakeholders including customers, employees, and suppliers were interviewed to 

explore their perceptions of the company’s public relations (PR) efforts. Data were analyzed using 

thematic analysis. Findings reveal that Innoson Motors leverages a broad mix of traditional and digital PR 
tools, including media relations, corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, and internal 

communication systems, to build brand credibility. The use of digital platforms such as social media has 

significantly improved brand visibility and stakeholder interaction. Nonetheless, challenges such as 
managing online backlash, sustaining content engagement, and measuring PR effectiveness were 

identified. Despite these, opportunities abound in influencer marketing, employee advocacy, and strategic 

analytics. The study concludes that PR is not merely a supplementary function but a strategic 

management tool crucial for sustaining corporate reputation. Recommendations include enhancing digital 
PR infrastructure, embedding crisis communication plans, and establishing key performance indicators 

for PR evaluation.  

Keywords: Public Relations, Management of Reputation, Indigenous Companies, Southeast Nigeria, 

Innoson Motors 

Introduction  

The importance of reputation in organizations cannot be overstated as Gibson et al. (2006) postulate that a 
positive reputation facilitates and expedites the business of successful organizations, while negative ones 

destroy individuals and organizations, Griffin (2014) emphasizes that reputation cannot be owned but 
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rather earned, distinguishing between reputation and brand by indicating that unlike brand, reputation 

cannot be projected actively; it is earned stating that reputation is about "acceptability and legitimacy to a 
much wider audience" (Griffin, 2014, p. 2), an intangible asset ensures one has a competitive advantage 

as they are rare, valuable, and difficult or costly to imitate, substitute, and transfer (Radic, 2013; Egbulefu 

& Nwaoboli, 2023). 

The reputation of a company is a valuable asset that can make or break its success and in today's 

competitive business environment, companies must work tirelessly to build and maintain a positive 
reputation, this is particularly true for indigenous companies in Nigeria, which face unique challenges in 

establishing themselves as credible and trustworthy businesses. According to Fombrun and Shanley 

(1990), reputation is a critical intangible asset that can influence a company's competitiveness, 
profitability, and long-term survival. In Nigeria, indigenous companies such as Innoson Motors have 

made significant strides in establishing themselves as reputable businesses, however, despite their 

success, these companies still face challenges in managing their reputation, particularly in the face of 

increasing competition and scrutiny from stakeholders,  Dowling (2001) notes, reputation management is 
a complex and multifaceted process that requires companies to engage with their stakeholders, respond to 

criticism and feedback, and demonstrate their commitment to social responsibility and ethical business 

practices. 

The Nigerian business environment is characterized by high levels of uncertainty, corruption, and 
regulatory complexity, which can pose significant challenges for indigenous companies seeking to 

establish themselves as reputable businesses (Egwemi, 2015), furthermore, the cultural and social 

dynamics of the Nigerian market require companies to adopt a nuanced approach to reputation 
management, one that takes into account the unique needs and expectations of local stakeholders 

(Asemah-Ibrahim et al., 2022), in this context, reputation management is not just about maintaining a 

positive image, but also about building trust and credibility with stakeholders, as Grunig and Hunt (1984) 

note, public relations plays a critical role in reputation management, as it enables companies to 
communicate effectively with their stakeholders and build relationships based on trust, transparency, and 

mutual understanding. 

Despite the importance of reputation management for indigenous companies in Nigeria, there is a dearth 

of research on this topic as most studies on reputation management have focused on multinational 
corporations, with little attention paid to the unique challenges and opportunities faced by indigenous 

companies in Nigeria, this study aims to address this gap by exploring the challenges and opportunities of 

reputation management for indigenous companies in South East Nigeria, with a particular focus on the 

role of public relations in managing reputation and by examining the experiences and perspectives of 
companies such as Innoson Motors, this study seeks to provide insights into the complex dynamics of 

reputation management in the Nigerian context.  

Research objectives 

The study sought amongst others to; 

1. Examine the public relations strategies employed by Innoson Motors in building its brand 

reputation and establishing trust with its stakeholders. 
2. Investigate the role of digital media in Innoson Motors' public relations efforts and its impact on 

the company's brand reputation and stakeholder engagement. 

3. Identify the challenges and opportunities faced by Innoson Motors in its public relations efforts 
and providing recommendations for improvement of the company's public relations strategies. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The Excellence Theory of Public Relations, developed by James Grunig, Larissa Grunig, and David 

Dozier, is a comprehensive framework that explains the role of public relations in achieving 
organizational excellence, stating that public relations is a critical component of organizational 

excellence, as it enables organizations to build and maintain relationships with their stakeholders, posits 

that excellent public relations programs are characterized by a symmetrical communication approach, 

which involves a two-way communication process between the organization and its stakeholders, this 
approach involves listening to the needs and concerns of stakeholders and responding accordingly, also 

positing that excellent public relations programs involve a range of strategies, including research, 

planning, communication, and evaluation, research involves gathering information about the 
organization's stakeholders and the environment in which it operates, planning involves developing a 

public relations strategy that is aligned with the organization's goals and objectives, developing and 

implementing effective public relations strategies is critical, as it enables the organization to build and 

maintain relationships with its stakeholders and by conducting research, planning, communication, and 
evaluation, Innoson Motors can develop a public relations strategy that is aligned with its goals and 

objectives. 

Method 

This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological research design, which is appropriate for exploring 

lived experiences and perceptions (Creswell, 2007). The goal was to understand the public relations 
strategies employed by Innoson Motors and how stakeholders perceive and react to these strategies. A 

phenomenological approach was chosen to explore the essence of participants' experiences with Innoson 

Motors’ public relations efforts. 

The target population comprised stakeholders directly engaged with Innoson Motors, including 

customers, key employees, and suppliers, using purposive sampling, 10 participants were selected based 
on their knowledge of and interaction with Innoson Motors' public relations strategies. This non-

probability method ensured that only information-rich cases were included (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews, this allowed for flexibility in probing 

relevant issues while maintaining consistency across respondents (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The 
interview guide included questions aligned with the study objectives and was validated by communication 

scholars prior to administration. 

Interviews were conducted in-person and via digital platforms to accommodate participants’ availability. 

Each interview lasted approximately 30–45 minutes and was audio-recorded with participants’ consent. 

All participants signed informed consent forms in accordance with ethical guidelines. Data were 
transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), the 

analysis involved familiarization with data, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, and defining 

them. NVivo software assisted in managing and organizing codes. 

To ensure credibility and trustworthiness, member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation were 
employed. Participants reviewed their transcripts for accuracy, while a peer review helped validate 

emerging themes. Thick descriptions also supported transferability, and a clear audit trail enhanced 

dependability. 

Ethical approval was obtained from a university ethics board. Participants were assured of confidentiality, 

voluntary participation, and anonymity. Data were securely stored and used solely for academic purposes 

Findings  
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Examine the public relations strategies employed by Innoson Motors in building its brand reputation and 

establishing trust with its stakeholders. 

Interview Question: Theme; Public relations tools employed by Innoson Motors 

Can you describe the public relations strategies that Innoson Motors has employed to build its brand 

reputation and establish trust with its stakeholders? 

According the majority of the respondents, Innoson Motors over the years from its infant years till date as 
one of the leading giants in indigenous manufacturing in Nigeria have employed different public relations 

tools ranging from social corporate responsibilities initiatives, awards and recognition programs for both 

internal and external stakeholders, media relations, crisis communication plans, press release, employee 
communication, community engagement influencer partnerships etc as these tools have been considered 

amongst others tool public relations tools that have been employed from the early years of public relations 

practices and as such are been adopted and utilized by Innoson Motors. 

Investigate the role of digital media in Innoson Motors' public relations efforts and its impact on the 

company's brand reputation and stakeholder engagement. 

Interview Question: Theme; Digital Media Strategies and its impacts 

How does Innoson Motors use digital media (e.g. social media, website) in its public relations efforts, and 

what are the goals of these efforts? 

Interviewees was of the view that digital media usage and applications have greatly and positively 

affected and impacted on Innoson Motors' public relations efforts both amongst internal and external 

audience greatly impacting the company's brand reputation and stakeholder engagement keeping them on 
business growth radar as well as increasing visibility and recognition beyond the primary host 

communities breaking the barriers of space and time in brand portrayal and visibility bringing Innoson 

Motors closely to its target audience both new and existing. 

Identify the challenges and opportunities faced by Innoson Motors in its public relations efforts and 

providing recommendations for improvement of the company's public relations strategies. 

Interview Question: theme; Challenges, opportunities and recommendations for improvement 

What are some of the challenges that Innoson Motors has faced in its public relations efforts, and how has 

the company addressed these challenges? 

Innoson Motors have faced a lot of challenges and hiccups in its public relations efforts over the years 

amongst internal and external stakeholders who forms the very fabric and yarn of this company who are 

the core recipients of these public relations efforts. The respondents revealed that Innoson Motors have 

faced a lot of challenges and hiccups in its public relations efforts ranging from crises communication 
management as crises can arise without prior notifications, social media management a double edged 

swords with both opportunities for engagement offers and reputation management risk, keeping target ofa 

growing diversified audience as well as measuring the effect and efficiency of different public relations 
campaigns and efforts etc, they were also of the view that Innoson Motors have faced a lot of challenges 

and hiccups in its public relations efforts, there was still hope, as respondents recommended that Innoson 

Motors can actually improve its public relations strategies application by getting more involved in brand 
influencer partnerships with the local communities, creating high quality content marketing strategies, 

employee advocacy to build credibility and brand awareness as well as measurement and evaluation of 

data driven decisions and so on,  
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Discussion  

The findings underscore that Innoson Motors has implemented a combination of traditional and strategic 

public relations practices that are crucial to its brand image and stakeholder relations, respondents 
emphasized community engagement initiatives, sponsorships, employee relations, media press releases, 

and awards as essential tools utilized by the organization, these align with Cutlip et al. (2006) and 

Asemah (2009), who argued that PR serves as a cornerstone for stakeholder integration and 

organizational communication. Innoson’s conscious engagement with stakeholders supports Grunig et 
al.'s (2003) Excellence Theory, especially in fostering two-way symmetrical communication that balances 

organizational objectives with stakeholder expectations. 

These PR efforts have strengthened the company’s legitimacy and have positioned it as a reputable 

indigenous brand in a competitive market. In particular, media coverage of CSR activities has helped 
project a socially responsible image, enhancing both trust and loyalty, this supports the view of Dowling 

(2001), who notes that stakeholder perceptions are increasingly shaped by ethical corporate behavior and 

sustained engagement. 

Digital media was consistently highlighted as a transformative component in Innoson’s PR strategy. 

Respondents agreed that platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and the company’s website have enabled 
direct and real-time communication with stakeholders, enhancing brand visibility, accessibility, and 

responsiveness. This aligns with Asemah-Ibrahim et al. (2022), who emphasized digital PR’s role in 

transparency and trust-building. The digital landscape has allowed Innoson to transcend geographic 
barriers, engaging audiences across Nigeria and the diaspora, which reinforces the view of Wilcox et al. 

(2015) that digital media creates a multiplier effect for corporate messaging. 

However, the dual-edged nature of digital media providing both opportunity and risk was also evident. 

Negative comments, misinformation, or unaddressed crises on social media can quickly spiral, 

necessitating prompt and strategic digital reputation management, this supports Coombs and Holladay's 

(2012) perspective on the need for agile and proactive online crisis communication strategies. 

Innoson Motors’ PR efforts are not without obstacles, as stakeholders pointed to significant challenges, 

including inconsistent content strategy, limited capacity to measure communication effectiveness, and the 

difficulties of managing public perception during crises. These findings echo Doorley and Garcia (2015), 
who emphasized that successful reputation management hinges on well-defined metrics and proactive 

stakeholder engagement. 

Despite these challenges, opportunities exist for Innoson to deepen its PR footprint. Respondents 

recommended increased investment in influencer collaborations, robust employee advocacy programs, 

and strategic partnerships with community-based organizations. Such strategies could enhance message 
authenticity and expand reach, which aligns with the work of Dalton and Croft (2003) and Schreiber 

(2011), who advocate for integrated communication frameworks that reinforce organizational values and 

identity. 

Furthermore, embedding data analytics into PR planning could facilitate more targeted and effective 
campaigns. This reflects Highhouse et al.’s (2009) advocacy for evidence-based approaches to reputation 

evaluation, thereby transforming PR from a reactive function into a proactive driver of business value. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Innoson Motors has effectively used public relations to build and maintain its corporate reputation, the 

alignment of its PR strategies with stakeholder expectations has fostered trust, legitimacy, and visibility, 

however, to sustain this reputation, strategic adaptation to evolving digital landscapes and stakeholder 
needs is essential. The researcher recommended that development of proactive plans and media training 
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for handling crises. Enhancement of digital engagement by investing in content marketing, SEO, and 

platform-specific strategies. Finally, adoption of tools like KPIs and analytics to assess effectiveness as 

well as measure PR impact. 
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