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Research

The Gupta-owned Oakbay Investments debacle has raised concerns over the effect 

a business’ reputation has upon its operations. Corporate image and identity play 

a role in building reputation, therefore influencing corporate reputation either 

positively or negatively. This report, using Oakbay Investments as a case study, 

differentiates between the factors influencing corporate reputation and the 

factors involved in measuring reputation.
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Introduction
The recent events surrounding Oakbay Investments has sparked public interest with regards 

to the Gupta family and raises questions about reputation and risk of association. The term 

“reputation” has become a buzzword or umbrella term to describe a host of factors understood 

to contribute to an organisation’s standing both internally and externally. Organisational image 

is regarded as an important contributor to the overall reputation of any business or institution. 

Often organisations will spend vast amounts of money employing either internal or external 

agents in order to manage their reputation. The media also plays a role in terms of influencing 

the reputation of a company depending on the nature of the coverage as well as influencing 

public perception. This article takes a closer look at the term “reputation” and explores some 

misconceptions regarding its relation to the media, its management and its measurement by 

referring to the Oakbay Investments as a case study.

Oakbay Investments: a case study
KPMG, Absa, FNB and Sasfin cut ties with the Gupta’s JSE listed company, Oakbay Resources 

& Energy, due to questions surrounding the Gupta family’s undue political influence and 

the ethics and legality of their business dealings.  KPMG CEO Trevor Hoole stated that the 

decision to terminate their relationship with the group was not taken lightly but rather that 

“the association risk is too great for us to continue”1. The risk of association is an important 

factor that companies need to consider when building and maintaining their own reputation. 

Perceived negative associations can cause reputational damage, and therefore South African 

banks cut ties with Oakbay to maintain the reputational credibility of their businesses. Similarly, 

in an effort to save the reputation of their own company, the Gupta’s resigned in an attempt to 

minimise the risk of association for Oakbay.

A public announcement confirmed the resignation of brothers Atul and Varun Gupta as well 

as Duduzane Zuma, President Jacob Zuma’s son, from their positions in Oakbay Investments. 

This is as a result of “sustained political attack on them and their businesses”2 and that “the 

1 David McKay. “Oakbay declares financial fitness amid KPMG, Sasfin exit.” 05 April 2016.
2 Stephen Grootes. “Guptas, Zuma cut ties with Oakbay Investments.” 08 April 2016.
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livelihoods of nearly 1 000 employees would be at immediate risk as a result of the outgoing 

directors’ association with the company”3. Anne Fruhauf, vice president at New York-based 

risk adviser Teneo Intelligence, has the following to say about the withdrawal of the directors: 

“This looks like somewhat of a strategic retreat, a damage limitation exercise in response 

to the growing political toxicity of the Gupta’s business affairs.”4 Noteworthy is that Oakbay 

Investments’ corporate reputation was not affected by the appointment of a PR company, or 

the Gupta’s resignation from the company.

Defining corporate reputation
Corporate reputation, as indicated by Bălan (2015: 81) is cumulative, therefore it is established 

through the sum of individuals’ perceptions. An individual’s perception can thus only be 

classified as an attitude or judgement and thus does not reflect the reputation of a company 

overall. According to business magnate Warren Buffett, quoted in Shamma (2012), a reputation 

takes years to build but only minutes to ruin. However, in the case of organisational reputation 

it is not something that is defined, created or destroyed, in such a straightforward manner. 

Corporate identity and corporate image are both factors contributing to the perceived 

reputation of a company or organisation. The difference between the two concepts lies in 

the source of the perception. Corporate identity is generated from the perception of internal 

stakeholders, whereas corporate image comes from the perception of external stakeholders 

(Bălan, 2015: 81). Shamma (2012: 152) concurs that corporate image is based on external 

impressions of the organisation, which include customers, shareholders, the media as well as 

the general public.

Corporate reputation evolves over a long period of time as a result of an organisation’s 

consistent, or inconsistent, performance and is associated with credibility and character 

(Balmer, 1998:697; Smaiziene & Jucevicius, 2009:97). Corporate governance is one way to 

promote an organisation’s reputation. It can be defined as a collective term used for a system 

3 Robert Laing. “Gupta brothers and Zuma’s son reign as directors of Oakbay.” 08 April 2016.
4 Andre Janse van Vuuren and Frans Wild. “Zuma’s friends the Guptas and his son relinquish business roles.” 
08 April 2016. 
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of processes responsible for the monitoring, management and control of different business 

entities. The functions of corporate governance arguably ensures that organisations will meet 

stakeholders’ expectations relating to model behaviours; comply with the law; and perform as 

effective and efficiently as possible (Mishra, 2016).  Consequently, addressing these functions 

would positively impact corporate image and inevitably corporate reputation. The dimensions 

of corporate governance include effective leadership, sustainability and corporate citizenship.5

Reputational input and measurement
Reputations are built by a variety of factors provided to internal and external stakeholders by 

the organisation. Six inputs that build corporate reputation have been identified by Fombrun 

(1996), and these are discussed in more detail below.

The first is information provided by the organisation, which can be in the form of communiques, 

marketing, advertising and other associated material. Audit data also contributes as a clean 

audit improves perception and questionable results are more likely to result in negative 

perceptions. Companies and organisations who are deemed to be good investments are more 

likely to have favourable reputations. The way in which the media portrays an organisation also 

adds to how an organisation is viewed. If journalists write positive articles about a company, 

public perception is likely to correspond. Rumours, whether positive or negative, influence the 

reputation of an organisation, as word of mouth is a powerful tool in creating perceptions. 

Finally, inputs related to image actively contribute to a company’s perceived reputation 

(Shamma, 2012: 160). Reputation measurement should not be confused with reputation 

building.

Reputation measurement has become important to many companies in developing strategies 

to manage internal and external stakeholder perceptions. A survey developed by Fortune 

magazine uses inputs from financial analysts and executives in order to rate companies on 

eight characteristics, namely: financial soundness; long-term investment value; wise use of 

5 PWC. “Corporate Governance – King III Report – Introduction and Overview.” 2016. http://www.pwc.co.za/en/
king3.html
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corporate assets; innovativeness; employee attrition; quality of products and services; quality 

of management; and community and environmental responsibility (Shamma, 2012: 162).  None 

of the factors listed by Forbes are based on perceptions created or reported in the media. 

Rather, they are based predominantly on financial factors, service offering and delivery, 

and human relations. Therefore, according to Forbes, the characteristics of an organisation 

contributing to its reputation is measured on internal factors.

The Forbes survey, however is not based on an academic fundamental. From an academic 

perspective, one of the most popular measures of reputation was introduced by Fombrun 

et al (2000), which is known as the Reputation Quotient (RQ) (Shamma, 2012: 163). The 

Reputation Quotient is composed of six elements that identify stakeholders’ perceptions 

regarding a company’s reputation. These are: emotional appeal; products and services; vision 

and leadership; social and environmental responsibility; workplace environment; and financial 

performance. 

Referring to the Oakbay Investments case study, it is evident that the factors influencing 

corporate reputation differ from the factors used for reputation measurement. Reputational 

measurement is therefore not necessarily a true reflection of a company or organisation’s 

perceived reputation. 

Conclusion
Other companies, as well as state-owned enterprises, have been embroiled in the Gupta 

affair. The effects of their associations will be discussed in Part II of this series of papers where 

companies, such as Eskom and Denel, both run the risk of association and therefore potential 

reputational damage. It is worth noting that all the companies mentioned in connection 

with the Gupta’s run the risk of reputational damage due to their association. However, their 

association will not necessarily have an impact on the measurement of their reputation. 

Rather, the association could impact their image and their reputation as perceived by external 

stakeholders which includes the media, who continue to comment on the Gupta family and 

their impact on the South African economic landscape.
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