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Employees as the ‘Actor’ in Communicating the New
Corporate Identity

Nurul Ratna Sari!
Departemen Komunikasi, FISIP, Universitas Airlangga

ABSTRACT

Airlangga University (locally known as UNAIR) had undergone privatisation, a process that resulted in a significant
change in terms of management system and corporate identity. As corporate identity was the fundamental of organisation,
communicating the new corporate identity was a necessity. This research aimed to outline the role of employee in
communicating the new corporate identity during privatisation. The social identity, symbolic interactions, and drama
theory would be collaborated into the organisational identity dynamics Model from Hatch & Schultz to analyse the
case study. The analysis found that UnAir presented the corporate identity through visual identity. On the other hand,
corporate identity was more than a visual identity; it rooted from corporate culture that engaged employees as the

‘actors’ in the organisation.
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Airlangga University (locally known as UNAIR)
had undergone privatisation, a process that resulted
in a significant change in terms of management
system and corporate identity. As corporate identity
was the fundamental of organisation, communicating
the new corporate identity was a necessity. This
research aimed to outline the role of employee in
communicating the new corporate identity during
privatisation. Organisation changes have been
part of its dynamic existence. Many organisations
experience privatisation, merger, and acquisition
during its operations. Whether planned or unplanned,
the changes demand an adjustment in the new
management system and new corporate identity.
As these are the fundamental of organisation,
communicating the change to the stakeholder is a
necessity.

Methods

This paper details in the role of employee in
communicating the new corporate identity. Firstly,
the paper analises the social identity theory [SIT]
to explain how social identity influence individual
behaviour. Furthermore, the symbolic interactionism
discourse theory is used to explain how organisational
member construct the organisation in the social
reality based on the organisation performance and

symbols. The social identity, symbolic interactions,
and drama theory would be collaborated into the
organisational identity dynamics Model from Hatch
& Schultz to analyse the case study. To sum up, this
paper presents the implication of the theories to the
case study of Unair.

Results and Discussion
Unair: A Changing Organisation

Privatisation has been applied to higher
educational institutions in Indonesia. In 2006,
Unair was transitioned from a state university to
the government owned legal entity institution (a
semi private institution). As a consequence, the
corporate identity has changed from Unair to Unair
BHMN, followed by the vision statement ‘become
an independent, innovative, and leading university
regionally and internationally, and the slogan
‘excellence with morality’. Additionally, the new
management system has been implemented, such
as the ‘9-5° working hour, morning briefing, and a
customer-based service. Thus, Unair develops a
team which is responsible for communicating the
new corporate identity and the changes to external
stakeholders.

Since January 2007, the team has implemented
a corporate communication program to socialise
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the changes. Internally, the socialisation has been
done through the internal document text, employee
meeting, and internal newsletter. Externally, the
team implemented corporate branding program and
built Unair BHMN website. However, based on
the recent public opinion survey, the new corporate
identity has not successfully established in public.
Moreover, public opinion concerned to the three
significant issues: higher tuition fee, service quality,
and education quality.

Having undergone privatisation, Unair has
been strategically and financially independent. The
higher tuition fee has been implemented in order to
support its operations. This demands a customer-
based service for external stakeholder. Rather than
changing the organisation status, privatisation has
changed the organisational behaviour which reflects
its new identity. Organisational behaviour is rooted
from the internal member of organisation. As the
‘people’ of an organisation, employees implement
the behaviour through their interactions within
organisation and with the external stakeholders. In
further, this will build a perception of organisation
in the external stakeholders. Therefore, employees
are the ‘actor’ in communicating the new corporate
identity to external stakeholders.

Social Identity Theory

In the work place, individual is a member of
organisation who is involved in a group interaction.
In this interaction, individual performs not only
personal identity, but also social identity. Abram
and Hogg (1990) stated the social identity Theory
which explains that individual behaviour is built
based on personal identity and social identity.
While personal identity is individual’s unique
character, social identity is a self-concept of a group.
Particularly, social identity appears to be more
salient than personal identity, since individual shares
ideologies, values, resources through intergroup
communication. Furthermore, in the intergroup
communication, individuals define themselves as
the group membership. This process leads to a self-
categorisation, which results in a decision to be in-
group or out-group. Turner (Abram & Hogg 1990)
found that individuals stereotype themselves into
a group behaviour. When they find the prototype
self behaviour in the group behaviour, individuals
tend to be in-group. In this situation, individuals see
themselves not personally different but collectively
similar, which represent the group behaviour.
Individuals transform their personal behaviour into

group behaviour. Thus, social identity becomes
more salient than personal identity. In this context,
individuals encounter a depersonalisation process
in which their unique personality fit into the social
categorisation based on the in-group prototype. This
results in a normative behaviour, cooperation and
collaboration, emotional and collective behaviour in a
mutual relationship (Hogg & Terry 2000). Similarly,
Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje (1999) found that in a
group behaviour, individuals become depersonalised
and see themselves as the representative of the group.
Individuals perform their collectivity by saying ‘we’
rather than ‘I’

However, in-group interaction is a dynamic
process. As evidence of this, Abrams & Hogg (1990)
stated that in an in-group interaction, individual is
motivated to achieve positive self-esteem. To support
this, Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje (1999) generated
that the need of positive self-esteem occurs while
individual shares his values, ideologies, beliefs, and
relationships that leads to a sense of belonging. This
explanation refers to the importance of commitment
in in-group interaction that facilitated by the positive
self-esteem. Therefore, in order to maintain in-group
cohesiveness, positive self esteem should be built
through an interaction. This process leads to the
collectively perception of seeing ‘who we are’ as a
group, rather than personally perception of ‘who I
am’ as an individual.

Symbolic Interactions Theory and Drama Theory

Furthermore, individuals perform the ‘who
we are’ through the interaction that creates a
narrative in organisation. This narrative appears in
the organisational performance through a symbol,
event, and story. Weber (Heracleous 2006) generated
interpretive approach to organisational discourse
that focus on a ‘meaningful understanding’ in the
social reality. Organisational phenomenon is a social
reality that represented by the symbol, not only
textual symbol, but more importantly, a particular
situation presented by the organisational member
through the totally activity based on its beliefs and
values. This interpretative approach views that social
reality comprises a situation, a symbolic interaction,
and the actor. This is the way how a symbolic
interactionism discourse theory interprets the social
reality (Heracleous 2006).

Interestingly, social reality involved the actor,
in which the actor may create his situation to be
presented. This is similarly stated in the drama
theory that in engaging others, individual is an actor
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who plays a particular character in a stage. The stage
is a situation in which a behaviour is manipulated to
create an expected perception from others. In most of
situation in which individual participate, they decide
arole and enact it (Goffman 1959).

Taken together, drama theory refers to the
symbolic interactionism theory that rooted from
the narrative created in symbolic interaction within
organisation. The narrative reflects a ‘drama’ in
which the member of organisation is the ‘actor’. As
organisation comprises individuals, they construct it
through the way they interacted, the events held, and
the symbol of organisation. Thus, individuals create
narrative that represents the organisational identity
(Currie & Brown 2003). As mentioned before
about the collective perception of ‘who we are’, the
narrative creates hegemony of meaning that reflects
the identity.

Hatch & Schulty’s Organizational Identity
Dynamics Model

Hatch and Schultz (2000) generated the model
of organisational identity dynamics that represents
the relations among organisational behaviour,
narrative, and organisational identity, in the internal
and external member of organisation. This model
explains how the corporate culture, corporate
identity, and corporate image are interrelated.
Internally, corporate identity refers to the corporate
culture; while externally, it refers to the corporate
image. This interrelated involves expressing,
reflecting, mirroring, and impressing that show the
interdependence among identity, culture, and image.
Particularly, this model defines the role of each
element, internally and externally.

Identity expresses
cultural understandings

Identity mirrors the
images of others

Culture Identity Image

e

Expressed identity leaves
impressions on others

Reflecting embeds
identity in culture

Source: Hatch & Schultz 2002: 991

Figure 1.
The Organizational Identity Dynamics Model

This model clearly shows that identity is the
central object between culture (internal) and image
(external). Internally, organisational members
understand and explain themselves as an organisation

(reflecting). The culture is expressed identity in which
organisation makes themselves known by speaking
out about organisation internally and externally
(expressing). Externally, organisation projects
image to external member and leaves an impression
(impressing). Additionally, identity is mirrored in
the image of others through what members see of its
identity (mirroring).

Based on the four processes in the organisational
identity dynamics, there are several elements
involved in, which are the identity itself in
representing organisation, the culture in shaping
identity, the difference between identity and image,
and communication in expressing identity.

Identity is the representation of organisation, as a
whole. As a consequence, Argenti’s (2007) definition
of corporate identity as visual reality of a company
which is represented by the visual symbol such as
name, logo, building, uniform, stationery, product,
and services, is considered irrelevant. According
to the Hatch & Schultz’s organisational identity
dynamics model, corporate identity is represented
not only through the tangible elements, but also
the culture that rooted from the internal members’
behaviour. Similarly, Olins (1978) generated that
corporate identity is more than a graphic design of
logo, uniform, building, product, and service, but
how employees interpret themselves as the part of
the organisation. This is the evidence that corporate
identity is essentially initiated from inside.

Focusing on the expressing process in the Hatch
and Schultz model, organisational culture, which
comprises the history, philosophy, values, beliefs,
and principles of organisation, is performed by
the employee’s behaviour which represents the
corporate identity. Melewar and Karaosmanaglu
(2006) generated that culture is implemented into
individuals’ behaviour that has a significant impact on
other employees. This will lead to build hegemonies
behaviour. As an evidence of this, in the research of
identifying the dimension of corporate identity by
interviewing managers, they found that all internal
members influence each other through the culture
and behaviour. If there is a hardworking culture in
an organisation, it will be translated in the members’
behaviour. As identity is rooted from culture, and
culture is rooted from members’ behaviour, internal
member has a significant role in shaping identity.

Furthermore, when employees shape the corporate
identity, they play a role based on the company
culture. As the internal and external members interact,
at the same time, employees communicate it to the
external members. Through everyday behaviour and



Sari: Employees as the ‘Actor’ in Communicating the New Corporate Identity

327

conversation in the organisation, employees transmit
the identity of the organisation that will impress
the external members. This refers to the process of
impressing in the organisational identity dynamics
model.

Taken together, an organisation should
acknowledge the role of internal member that enable
to enhance the effectiveness of communicating
the identity to the external members. Rather than
relying on the advertising and corporate branding,
communicating corporate identity is an integrated
corporate communication that engaged the role of
employees. The organisational culture motivates
employees to perform the identity. Regarding the
interactions with the external members, this will
boost the implementation of promises within the
corporate identity, as well as the corporate image.
Neglecting this process may result in a failure in
communicating the corporate identity (Gotsi &
Andripoulous 2007).

Communicating the New Corporate ldentity of
Unair

Privatisation, as one of the environmental forces
in organisation, causes a company to concern in its
corporate identity and corporate communications
(Balmer & Gray 1999). The corporate identity of
Unair is represented by its visual identity, such as
the logo of Unair, the new institution name of Unair
BHMN, employees’ uniforms, and new slogan of
‘Excellence with morality.” However, identity is more
than a visual identity, but it is an integration of visual,
corporate culture, behaviour, and market situation
(Melewar & Jenkins 2000). Unair representation
has been ineffective to perform the new identity.
The corporate communication program lacked the
engagement of their employees.

The lessen government funding has brought an
education commercialisation. Unair sees themselves
in a different way, rather than developing education,
they are developing business. Focusing on
developing the courses and subjects as their products,
Unair implements a customer-based service to
satisfy the students as their customers. Unair new
way of looking results brings into a consideration
to establish a relationship between the employee as
its representatives and the student as its customers.
However, students are ‘special’ customers since they
have many roles, such as a client who need assistance,
an internal member who deserves to use the facilities,
or an investor (Sharrock 2000). Furthermore, Pitman
(2000) generated that when students ‘purchase’ the

product, they not only deserve to get the academic
and administrative service, but also the ‘campus life’.
As employees have a direct contact with students,
they are potentially present the needs of students.
Every contact with customer is a moment of truth
(Cheney & Christensen 2001:248).

The new vision, ‘Become an independent,
innovative, and leading university regionally and
internationally, an initiator in developing science,
technology, humanity, and art based on the religion
morality’, isreflected in the new slogan of ‘Excellence
with morality’ (http://www.unair.ac.id/). These
visions and slogan are the ‘who we are’ of Unair,
which is translated into its normative behaviour
and value in the organisational interactions. Since
the vision and slogan will create an organisational
discourse (Heracleous 2006), UnAir needs to build
employees’ understanding about how this message
aims to project the organisation.

Furthermore, as the change will affect the
way employees identify themselves with the new
corporate identity (Balle 2008), involving them in the
process of shaping the corporate identity may engage
them in communicating it (Jones, Hobman, Bordia,
Gallois, Callan 2008). Creating label of ‘who we are’
through the new slogan will encourage employees to
adjust their attitude with the requirement of the new
identity (Gotsi & Andripoulous 2007). Based on the
new slogan, the ‘who we are’ refers to the specific
characteristics, such as professional and value the
morality. This will be expected to inspire and
motivate employees to perform particular behaviour
required by the new corporate identity.

Employees perform the ‘who we are’ through all
symbols, conversations and interactions internally and
externally. The professionalism and morality value
are the foundation in all interactions: interpersonal,
group, and organisational communication, and in the
communication within their job responsibilities, such
as morning briefings, weekly meetings, trainings, as
well as in the decision making process. Externally,
employees are involved in presenting the ‘excellence
with morality’ services to the students through the
innovative teaching methods, developed knowledge,
and professional administrative service which will
lead to the convenient campus life for the students.

In this context, an employee as individual presents
behaviour as what Unair ‘wants to be’ and enacts
it through the interactions and communications as
the narrative of organisation. The narrative builds
a ‘unique character’ of UnAir which differentiates
themselves from other universities; and UnAir’s
unique personality is expressing the corporate
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identity that will be seen by the external members
(Melewar & Akel 2005). Employees narrate and
enact the new organisational discourse based on the
corporate culture. Through the interactions between
employees and students, employees’ excellence with
morality behaviour will leave an impression in the
external members who constructs the university
identity in their perception. Taken together, this is the
way employees communicate the new identity to the
external members.

Conclusion

This paper has presented a collaboration of SIT,
Symbolic Interactionism, the Hatch & Schultz model
of the organisational identity dynamics, and drama
theories in the case study of Unair. As the implication,
the dynamic relationship between culture and identity
has to be considered more entirely that UnAir has not
concerned earlier. Corporate identity is represented
not only through the new logo and slogan, but also
the culture that rooted from the internal members’
behaviour.

As the member of organisation, individuals have
built up their social identity with Unair in which
their personal identity linked to the social identity
of the Unair. Through the interaction, employees
engage in a relationship, create narratives and a
history of the organisation. This reflects individual
roles in an organisation and leads to ‘who we are’
as an organisation. Identity is about how individual
perceives himself in relations to the organisation.
Therefore, this relationship involves trust and
understanding. When the change occurs, organisation
needs to bring the member along with them, help
the member to understand the change and their
relationship would be in the new organisation.

Furthermore, organisational slogan, as part
of the corporate identity, needs to be reflected in
organisational behaviour consistently. ‘Walk the talk’
is crucial in establishing the new corporate identity.
When organisational behaviour contradicts its words,
slogan will be meaningless that may deteriorate the
identity. To sum up, corporate identity is rooted from
the corporate culture that engages employee as ‘the
actor’ of organisation.
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