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Abstract 

This thesis offers a view of interorganizational defamation (Mohamed & Gardner, 2004) as 
a possible organizational strategy for gaining legitimacy relative to the defamed competitor. 
The defamation is theorized to be able to prompt the individual evaluator’s reassessment 
of legitimacy judgments (Tost, 2011), which could result in the evaluator finding the de-
famed organization less legitimate than the defaming organization, thus achieving a relative 
gain in legitimacy for the defaming organization compared to the defamed.  
Furthermore, organizational stigmatization (Devers et al., 2009; Hudson, 2008) is intro-
duced as a possible moral legitimacy judgment and is theorized to make it probable that 
the moral dimension is weighed the heaviest in the reassessed generalized legitimacy judg-
ment. Based on this, successfully getting the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed organi-
zation via the defamatory communication is theorized to be the condition under which the 
largest relative legitimacy gain could be achieved by the defaming organization.   
Additionally, the extent of the legitimacy benefit the defaming organization could achieve 
is theorized to be influenced by the factors of divisiveness of the vilification, perceived lack 
of goal-interference by evaluators, cynicism ascribed to defamer, discovered transgres-
sions of defamer, and evaluators’ lack of receptiveness to the prompting of judgment re-
assessment. 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Relational legitimacy; individual-level legitimacy judgments; interorganizational 
defamation; organizational stigmatization 
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Introduction 
‘Attack ads’ are probably most well-known from the political arena, where politicians or their 

affiliates can spend staggering amounts of money on ads attacking their opponent. Yet, the 

idea of publicly disparaging competitors is in no way limited to politics, and a variety of firms 

have also ventured into the field of attack ads on occasion in business contexts. A famous 

example is Microsoft’s “Scroogled” advertisement campaign which ran from 2012 to 2015 

(O’Reilly, 2015) and contained several different ads, attacking a variety of Google’s offer-

ings, including Google Shopping and Gmail. 

One of the ads, from February 2013, was a red ‘warning’ box with the text “Google goes 

through every Gmail that's sent or received, looking for keywords so they can target Gmail 

users with paid ads. And there's no way to opt out of this invasion of your privacy. Out-

look.com is different—we don't go through your email to sell ads” (Lloyd, 2013). On the face 

of it, it could seem that the main purpose of the ad was to convince consumers to switch to 

Outlook. But it could also be argued that Microsoft was not just emphasizing the advantages 

of their own product over the competitors but was attacking the legitimacy of Google as a 

firm through the defamatory statement about their business practices. 

A firm is considered legitimate when its actions are “desirable, proper, or appropriate within 

some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” (Suchman, 

1995, p. 574). By claiming that Google was invading the users' privacy to target them with 

ads, Microsoft could be seen as implying that Googles actions, as they present them, are 

undesirable and improper and that Google is therefore not behaving in a legitimate way. 

Furthermore, it could be argued that by presenting themselves as an alternative, saying that 

they would not themselves do such a thing, Microsoft could be seen to attempt to increase 

their own legitimacy at the expense of Google’s. 

This form of interorganizational defamation strategy is what Mohamed and Gardner (2004) 

termed ‘vilification’ - a strategy that “focuses on portraying the rival as malevolent. This is 
achieved by characterizing the rival as morally lacking or by accusing it of committing vio-
lations and crimes. If successful, this strategy will give the organization the moral high-
ground in its battle with the rival” (Mohamed & Gardner, 2004, p. 138). As their analysis is 
focused on “dynamics of defamation at the macro level” (Mohamed & Gardner, 2004, p. 

140), they do not, however, account for how such defamatory statements could cause shifts 
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in moral judgments. As such, they only identify the end result, i.e. that the defaming organi-

zation gains the moral high-ground. Given that their work pertains to defamation as a com-

municative strategy that organizations can use, it would be relevant to understand the cau-

sality, so that an organization employing that strategy understand why and how it works, not 

just that it does. 

On the face of it, there is something intuitive about the notion of such moral judgments; that 

being told something bad about an individual could likely shift your perception of them in a 

more negative direction, given that you found what you were told believable. The same goes 

for organizations. You, most likely, would not like it if you found out a friend lied to you, and 

you also, most likely, would prefer your bank to not launder money. And if you found out that 

your friend lied or your bank laundered money, it is not farfetched to assume that you would 

judge them differently based on that new information – and that it might even cause you to 

change behavior in relation to them. That sort of judgment or evaluation can feel so second-

nature that it can be hard to see that there even are questions there to be asked about how 

it works. Yet, exactly because these kinds of judgments are so pervasive, it is of particular 

interest to examine their dynamics, and how organizations can use them to their advantage. 

It will, therefore, be the purpose of this thesis to answer to how and to what extent interor-

ganizational defamation can benefit the legitimacy of the defaming actor. 

 
Given the nature of the question, I have chosen to conduct a conceptual investigation into 

the relation between defamation and organizational legitimacy, as this will contribute to the 

concept development needed to explicate the connection between the concepts. 

In a similar vein as how political attack ads can be seen as communication from a political 

organization aimed towards individual voters, with the purpose of shifting the individual’s 

perception of the opponent, and perhaps also, ultimately, the individual’s voting behavior, 

interorganizational defamation of this sort is can also be seen an attempt to alter consumer 

perceptions and behavior. This form of communication is, at its core, a multilevel process, 

in the sense that the defamatory message about an organization is sent from another or-

ganization within the same organizational field, i.e. from the macro-level, to individual con-

sumers residing on the micro-level of analysis (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Suddaby, Bitektine 

& Haack, 2017).  
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Based on the multi-level processes involved, the answer to the question will be sought in 

three parts. As the defamatory communication can be seen as having the purpose of influ-

encing the individuals' legitimacy judgments, the point of departure for the analysis will be 

the intraindividual dynamics of those legitimacy judgments (Tost, 2011). As such, the first 

part of the analysis will lay out the content of the existing literature on individual-level legiti-

macy judgments to pinpoint the intraindividual dynamics the defamatory communication is 

meant to influence (Bitektine, 2011, Bitektine & Haack, 2015, Tost, 2011). Secondly, I will 

explore the existing literature on interorganizational defamation (Mohamed & Gardner, 

2004), organizational stigmatization (Devers et al. 2009; Devers, Dewett & Belsito, 2005; 

Hudson, 2008; Hudson & Okhuysen, 2009; Mishina & Devers, 2012; Sutton & Callahan, 

1987), and the relation between stigma and illegitimacy (Ashforth, 2019; Devers & Mishina, 

2019; Hampel & Tracey; Helms, Patterson & Hudson, 2019; Patterson, Hudson & Helms, 

2019) before moving on to hypothesize that defamation can be seen as an attempt to prompt 

a stigmatization of the defamed organization. Thirdly, I will expand the existing model of 

individual-level legitimacy judgments to explain how defamation as attempted stigmatization 

can impact the individual’s legitimacy judgments, and how this could benefit the legitimacy 

of the defaming actor. 

The contribution of this thesis is to explain how, within the framework of individual-level le-

gitimacy judgments, interorganizational defamation can get individuals to reassess their le-

gitimacy judgments. It hypothesizes that because defamation can be seen as an attempt to 

stigmatize the defamed organization, if the stigmatization works, it can result in individual 

evaluator weighing the dimension of moral legitimacy the highest in the legitimacy judgment, 

and thus evaluate both the defamer and the defamed based on that, resulting in the defamer 

being judged more favorably than the defamed. 

 

The proceeding conceptual theory development will be confined to organizations that are 
providers of consumer services and goods, to enable the dissection of the mechanisms at 
play when interorganizational defaming communication from an organization on the macro-
level (Suddaby, Bitektine & Haack, 2017) is received by an individual consumer on the mi-
cro-level (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Additionally, the organizations in question are assumed 
to be existing in established organizational fields (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) so as to elimi-
nate the factor of ‘liability of newness’, seen in emerging organizational fields (Aldrich & 
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Fiol, 1994; Singh, Tucker & House, 1986), as an influence on the legitimacy judgment dy-
namics analyzed. 
  



 7  

Legitimacy judgments 

As pointed out above, the purpose of an interorganizational defamatory statement, targeted 
at a consumer or potential consumer of products pertaining to the defamer and the de-
famed organization’s specific organizational field, can be perceived to be to alter the legit-
imacy judgments of the targeted individual. The literature on individual-level legitimacy 
judgments centers around understanding the intraindividual processes involved in the 
forming and changing of legitimacy judgments. Drawing on this literature can thus offer 
insights into how a defamatory statement could influence the legitimacy judgments of the 
individual receiver of the message. As the existing literature on individual-level legitimacy 
judgments does not cover defamation (interorganizational or otherwise) thus far, I will, in 
the following, first outline the theory of individual-legitimacy judgments as developed by 
Tost (2011) and Bitektine and Haack (2015) before moving on to describing how the theory 
could be extended to in a way that accounts for how defamation could influence individu-
als’ legitimacy judgments.  
 

Individual-level legitimacy judgments 

The aspect of the legitimacy literature that pertains to individuals’ legitimacy judgments can 
arguably be seen as underdeveloped compared to the more dominant strains of the litera-
ture which focuses on the organizational field as the level of analysis (Deephouse et al., 
2017; Suddaby, Bitektine & Haack, 2017). Distinct progress has been made, however, in 
recent years in regard to advancing the literature of individual-level legitimacy judgments, 
particularly through contributions from Tost (2011), Bitektine (2011) and Bitektine and 
Haack (2015; see also Deephouse et al., 2017; Suddaby Bitektine & Haack, 2017). 
The foundation of the theory on individual-level legitimacy judgments is the weight afforded 
to the individual’s agency in making the judgments (Bitektine, 2011; Deephouse et al., 2017; 
Suddaby, Bitektine & Haack, 2017; Tost, 2011). While the theory accepts that the individual 
exists within a socially constructed reality and that legitimacy is thus also a social construct 
(Suddaby, Bitektine & Haack, 2017), the theory emphasizes the individual’s active role in 
this construction process, which is reflected in the use of the term ‘evaluator’ to describe 
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the individual (Bitektine, 2011; Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Deephouse et al., 2017; Suddaby, 
Bitektine & Haack, 2017; Tost, 2011). 
Tost (2011) drew on both institutional theory and social psychology in the creation of her 
model of individual-level legitimacy judgments. In her framework “[t]he content of legiti-
macy judgments consists of the substantive beliefs and perceptions that influence an indi-
vidual’s assessment of the extent to which an entity is appropriate for its social context” 
(Tost, 2011, p. 690). While the influencing beliefs and perceptions of the evaluator are 
shaped within the social context that the individual exists in, and thus to some extent is 
influenced by collective-level legitimacy, the judgment of the appropriateness of an entity 
lies with the individual evaluator. In order to distinguish between legitimacy at the individual 
and collective level, Tost introduced the terms 'propriety' to describe the former and 'va-
lidity' to describe the latter (Tost, 2011, Bitektine & Haack, 2015). In order to account for 
the evaluator's subjective perception of validity on the macro-level, Bitektine and Haack 
(2015) supplemented the two concepts with ‘validity beliefs' to describe what the evaluator 
believes is the collective level consensus opinion of the entity in question. Bitektine and 
Haack (2015) conceptualized a multi-level model of legitimacy, factoring in both the indi-
vidual-level mechanisms that Tost (2011) theorized and macro-level mechanisms and the 
possible interactions between the levels. They further developed their model to cover both 
conditions of institutional stability and institutional change (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Bitek-
tine (2011), on the other hand, created a theoretical framework of individual-level social 
judgments that covers both legitimacy, reputation, and status, but his work focuses in par-
ticular on the interplay between those three kinds of judgments. 
 

Types of legitimacy judgments 

One of the disputes within the legitimacy literature is what types or categories of legitimacy 
there are and what they cover. Within the strain of the literature that pertains to individual 
level judgments the established categories merit a particularly scrutinous treatment since 
the majority of the categories have been conceptualized from a macro-perspective and 
have thus not taken into account the newer developments in the literature on the micro-
level. 
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Tost (2011) divides the beliefs and perceptions of the individual that pertains to legitimacy 
judgments, or propriety, into three dimensions: 

[…] I argue that there are three dimensions of content underlying legitimacy judgments: in-
strumental, relational, and moral. Specifically, an entity is viewed as legitimate on instrumen-
tal grounds when it is perceived to facilitate the individual’s or group’s attempts to reach 
self-defined or internalized goals or outcomes. […] Second, an entity is viewed as legitimate 
on relational grounds when it is perceived to affirm the social identity and self-worth of indi-
viduals or social groups and to ensure that individuals or groups are treated with dignity and 
respect and receive outcomes commensurate with their entitlement. […] Finally, an entity is 
perceived as legitimate on moral grounds when it is perceived to be consistent with the 
evaluator’s moral and ethical values. […] It is important to highlight that these three dimen-
sions are not mutually exclusive; entities may be evaluated simultaneously on all three di-
mensions or on some subset of the dimensions. In addition, the three domains may also 
overlap—that is, the specific beliefs and perceptions that underlie any given legitimacy judg-
ment may fall into one or more categories. (Tost, 2011, pp. 693-694) 

The use of co-existing dimensions of legitimacy is interesting as it allows for a more com-
plex conceptualization of the judgment process compared to seeing them as separate 
judgments, i.e. perceiving an individual to make an instrumental legitimacy judgment, a 
relational legitimacy judgment and a moral legitimacy judgment as separate processes and 
made on separate grounds. The dimensions aspect thus allows for the weighing of the 
different dimensions against each other to be highlighted as a function of the judgment 
process. Tost (2011), however, deliberately excludes the otherwise well-known categories 
of cognitive legitimacy and regulative legitimacy in her model based on the argument “that 
these two constructs do not constitute substantive bases of the content of legitimacy judg-
ments. Instead, cognitive legitimacy represents the absence of substantive content in the 
legitimacy judgment (i.e., taken-for-grantedness), whereas regulative legitimacy represents 
social cues indicating the validity of an entity (i.e., indicators of collective-level legitimacy) 
but does not represent a substantive domain of judgment content in itself” (Tost, 2011, p. 
692, emphasis added). As such, she argues that while all five types of legitimacy she 
touches on might be present (i.e. pragmatic, moral, relational, cognitive and regulative), it 
is only the three of them (i.e. pragmatic, moral, relational) that plays an active part in the 
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evaluator’s judgment formation and reassessment stages, and it is thus only those three 
that are to be considered as simultaneously existing dimensions of the legitimacy judgment. 
Another noteworthy point is that the relational legitimacy that Tost (2011) hypothesizes has 
not traditionally been part of the array of legitimacy categories within the institutional theory 
literature. Instead, she draws on the literature on social psychology (see e.g. Tyler, 1997) 
to create this new category of legitimacy, that pertains to individuals' social identities and 
self-worth – an area not covered by the other established legitimacy categories. 
Deephouse, Bundy, Tost, and Suchman (2017) conceptualized the various kinds of legiti-
macy as separate criteria for evaluating organizational legitimacy (compared to Tost, 2011, 
where they are described as dimensions of a single judgment), and they operate with four 
basic types of criteria: regulatory, pragmatic, moral and cultural-cognitive. Regarding 
Tost’s (2011) hypothesized relational legitimacy they note that “[t]his category may become 
more important, especially as institutionalists incorporate identity and identification into 
their work […]; however, it is hard to say at present whether relational considerations will 
prove to be a distinct fifth type of criteria or an overarching causal process through which 
any of the four core types can be applied” (Deephouse et al., 2017, p. 40). This again high-
lights the difficulty of conceptualizing various kinds of legitimacy in a way that is applicable 
on all levels of analysis, yet, what is lost in universality is perhaps gained in the nuances 
such differentiation of legitimacy adds to the literature.  
A final note worth making is that Bitektine (2011) applies Aldrich and Fiol’s (1994) dichot-
omy of cognitive and sociopolitical legitimacy in his theory of social judgment formation, 
rather than utilizing any of the other conceptualizations of legitimacy laid out above. He 
describes that “[i]n a sociopolitical legitimacy judgment the observed features of an organ-
ization, its structural attributes, and outcomes of its activity are benchmarked against the 
prevailing social norms: the actor renders a judgment as to whether the organization, its 
form, its processes, its outcomes, or its other features are socially acceptable and, hence, 
should be encouraged (or at least tolerated) or are unacceptable such that the organization 
should be sanctioned, dismantled, or forced to change the way it operates” (Bitektine, 
2011, p. 157). He presents a multi-stage evaluation model in which whether or not the 
evaluator utilizes cognitive or sociopolitical legitimacy determines what follows: “In the case 
of cognitive legitimacy, the evaluation stops when the organization is classified as a 
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member of some already known and already legitimate class of organizations[…], whereas 
in the case of sociopolitical legitimacy, the evaluation continues and the organization is 
subjected to further scrutiny and questioning in order to establish if it is beneficial to the 
actor(s), their social group, and/or the whole society.” Bitektine 2011 p. 157. This distribu-
tion of benefits amongst social actors ranges from concentrated to diffuse (Bitektine, 2011), 
which corresponds with the concepts of pragmatic and moral legitimacy: “Pragmatic legit-
imacy captures the degree to which an organization represents its constituents’ self-inter-
ests or provides them with favorable exchanges, relative to alternative forms or struc-
tures[…]. Moral legitimacy is associated with the evaluation of the organization as beneficial 
to the evaluator’s social group or the whole society[…] (Bitektine, 2011, p. 158). As such, 
in Bitektine's model, both pragmatic and moral legitimacy is a secondary evaluation stage 
in the sociopolitical legitimacy evaluation.  
 

The legitimacy judgment cycle 

Based on the area of focus of this paper, I find that Tost’s (2011) model of individual-level 
legitimacy judgments is well-suited to serve as the point of departure for the investigation 
at hand due to its focus on the intrapersonal dynamics at play in the judgment of legitimacy. 
The following will, therefore, detail the model, before progressing to an assessment of the 
aspects of interorganizational defamation it can help illuminate, and where I deem it useful 
to draw on other literatures to further the understanding of the phenomenon. 
 

 
Figure 1: The legitimacy judgment cycle (source: Tost, 2011) 
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The core idea in Tost’s  (2011) model of individual-level legitimacy judgments is that the 
evaluator judgments are formed and altered in a three-stage cyclical process, which she 
terms the ‘legitimacy judgment cycle'. The cycle is comprised of three stages: judgment 
formation, judgment use, and judgment reassessment (Tost, 2011, p. 694).  
 

Judgment formation 

The judgment formation can happen in two different modes, evaluative or passive, and 
results in a generalized legitimacy judgment where an entity is deemed “as either appropri-
ate (i.e., legitimate) or inappropriate (i.e., illegitimate) for its social context” (Tost, 2011, p. 
695). Given the cognitive energy and time needed to ‘actively’ decide on the legitimacy of 
entities, it seems fairly reasonable to assume that the vast majority of judgments are made 
in the passive mode, where the evaluator either passively assumes that entities that con-
form to cultural expectation are legitimate (Tost, 2011), or rely on validity cues from others 
(Tost, 2011), i.e. they observe how others (could be both individuals or collectives) judge 
the legitimacy of the entity, and substitutes that judgment for their own. When validity cues 
are not available or if the entity in question does not fit within institutionalized categories, 
the evaluator will instead use the evaluative mode of judgment formation where a propriety 
judgment is formed (Tost, 2011, Bitektine & Haack, 2015). In the evaluative mode, the eval-
uator uses the dimensions of instrumental, relational and/or moral legitimacy as a basis for 
the construction of a generalized judgment of legitimacy (Tost, 2011). According to Bitek-
tine and Haack (2015), the evaluator has to select an appropriate set of social norms to 
evaluate the entity's behavior against, in order to make a propriety judgment. It is notewor-
thy that they argue that there are several sets of norms that the evaluator can choose from, 
as this introduces another variable into the judgment process. 
 

Use stage 

When a generalized judgment is formed – i.e. the entity is either appropriate or inappropri-
ate for its social context – the use stage begins, in which the judgment guides the behavior 
of the evaluator with respect to the entity (Tost, 2011). As such when new information about 
the judged entity appears the evaluator focuses “on assimilating incoming bits of 
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information and stimuli to conform to the initial generalized legitimacy […]. In this way, the 
generalized legitimacy judgment that emerges from the judgment stage acts as an anchor 
that guides interpretations of new legitimacy-relevant experiences such that new infor-
mation is viewed as consistent with the existing generalized legitimacy judgment” (Tost, 
2011, p. 697). Essentially, once the evaluator has formed the judgment, they look at all new 
information about the entity through the lens of that judgment and attempts to make the 
information fit within their view. The often-used phrase of “already having made up ones’ 
mind” about a thing seems to aptly capture the essence of the inherent resistance to re-
evaluate the judgment that underlies the use stage. 
Another important point about the use stage is that the content that informed the instru-
mental, relational and moral concerns, which were weighed in the evaluative judgment for-
mation, dissipates over time, and what remains is the generalized legitimacy judgment 
(Tost, 2011). In the same way, the validity cues used in the passive mode will also dissipate. 
This has an interesting effect: 

[A]ssimilation reverses the causal direction between the generalized legitimacy judgment 
and the three dimensions of legitimacy judgments. In contrast to the evaluative mode of the 
judgment stages, in which instrumental, relational, and moral evaluations produce a gener-
alized legitimacy judgment, in the use stage, the generalized legitimacy judgment produces 
the instrumental, relational, and moral evaluations of the entity. In other words, the general-
ized legitimacy judgments established in the judgment formation stage can actually influence 
passive perceptions of the entity with respect to instrumental, relational, and moral consid-
erations during the use stage. (Tost, 2011) 

As such, after the judgment is formed and has moved to the use stage, it will influence how 
all other information about the entity is processed, and it can even have the effect that 
information, were it received during the evaluative mode of the judgment formation, might 
have had the weight to alter the judgment, but now that it is received in the use stage it is 
instead assimilated to fit with the generalized judgment. This is of particular interest as it 
means that the same information can have a different effect on the evaluator depending on 
when in the judgment cycle it is received. 
 



 14  

Judgment reassessment stage 

While the use stage can be seen as the predominant stage, the evaluator can encounter 
questions about the previously judged entities that cause the evaluator to move to the 
judgment reassessment stage. This stage is "dominated by a motivation to make effortful 
and considered personal assessments of the legitimacy of the entity” (Tost, 2011, p. 699). 
Tost explains it in the following way: 

[I]n the reassessment stage the evaluative mode predominates, and individuals engage in 
active attempts to evaluate the entity along the dimensions of instrumental, relational, and/or 
moral legitimacy, which once again drive judgments of generalized legitimacy. Individuals 
may also incorporate validity cues into consideration in the evaluative process in the reas-
sessment stage, but the primary emphasis is on their own assessments of the instrumental, 
relational, and moral status of the entity because the motive to form a personal judgment 
becomes paramount. As the individual engages in effortful consideration of the instrumental, 
relational, and moral legitimacy of a social entity, he or she creates a new generalized legit-
imacy judgment. Once a new generalized legitimacy judgment is formed, the individual 
reenters the use stage, where the newly formed generalized legitimacy judgment will again 
function as a pivotal cognition, guiding behavior with respect to the entity, and as a heuristic, 
influencing the interpretation of additional information related to the entity. (Tost, 2011, pp. 
699-700) 

It is important to note here that judgment reassessment does not necessarily mean that the 
judgment will ultimately be altered, the reassessment might cause the evaluator to con-
clude that the judgment does not need to be changed (Tost, 2011). The defining charac-
teristic for this stage is thus not changed judgments per se, but rather the evaluator’s en-
gagement and effort in examining whether the previously made judgment still holds up or 
not. Additionally, depending on what prompted the reassessment, all three dimensions 
might not be equally relevant to reassess, and there might be cases where it will only be 
one or two of the dimensions that are taken into account when forming the new generalized 
legitimacy judgment. Furthermore “[…]it is at this stage in the legitimacy judgment process 
that judgments of illegitimacy (and, hence, support for change) are most likely to emerge” 
(Tost, 2011, p. 700). As such, illegitimacy is for Tost an evaluation resulting from either the 
formation stage or more frequently, the reassessment stage.  
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Causes for reassessment 

Given the difference between the cognitive energy and effort spent in the use and reas-
sessment stages respectively, it stands to reason that a certain severity of new input is 
required to make the energy spent on reassessment worth it. Tost posits what causes the 
shift to reassessment is a “mental alarm [that] is triggered when individuals detect and then 
examine questions that can be raised about existing social entities” (Tost, 2011, p. 700), 
and she names three sources for such questions: jolts, contradictions, and reflexivity. 
Jolts cover ”major events, such as technological changes, social upheaval, actions of com-
petitors, or regulatory changes” (Tost, 2011, p. 700) which can cause shift in the institutional 
field, “disturbing the functioning of the field and thereby prompting consideration of the 
potential for institutional change" (Tost, 2011, p. 700). The changes cause "violation of ex-
pectations" for the evaluator (Tost, 2011, p. 701) which can trigger the mental alarm and 
thus lead to reassessment of the judgment. Not all events will trigger the alarm, however; 
Tost argues that "[…]for an event to act as a jolt triggering the mental alarm, the event must 
provide new information or outcomes that preclude assimilation into existing expectations. 
In particular, this event or new piece of information must be sufficiently outside the realm 
of expectation that it cannot be assimilated into existing legitimacy judgments without ac-
tive and effortful consideration of the challenges the jolt presents. In this way the jolt dis-
rupts the assimilation process, preventing it from proceeding, and thereby activates the 
mental alarm” (Tost, 2011, p. 701). Furthermore, she adds: 

Consistent with the notion that expectation violation is necessary for the activation of the 
mental alarm, I expect that the mental alarm is more likely to be activated when the valence 
of unexpected events suggests that a switch between positive and negative legitimacy judg-
ments may be in order. I view legitimacy as a continuous variable, with values above a neutral 
point constituting positive legitimacy judgments and values below a neutral point constitut-
ing negative legitimacy judgments (i.e., illegitimacy). While dramatic unexpected events may 
indicate that an existing positive legitimacy judgment should be increased or an existing 
negative legitimacy judgment should be decreased, events that suggest a reversal of the 
valence of the legitimacy judgment are particularly likely to activate the alarm because the 
contrast in valence between the existing judgment and the event’s implications is particularly 
likely to catch the individual’s attention and disrupt the assimilation process. (Tost, 2011 p. 
701) 
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Essentially, if an unexpected event occurs that indicates that something is even worse or 
better than previously assumed, this might not trigger the alarm since the judgment was on 
the right side of the scale, and thus in accordance with the overall judgment of legitimate/il-
legitimate. As such, a thorough reassessment might not be worth the cognitive energy if 
the only thing wrong with the previous general legitimacy judgment was the magnitude. On 
the other hand, if an unexpected event occurs that indicate that the overall judgment of 
legitimate/illegitimate might be wrong, that makes it more likely that a reassessment seems 
worth it. 
Tost draws on Seo and Creed’s work (2002) to argue that “contradictions in institutional 
logics (the underlying assumptions that shape ways of viewing and thinking about the so-
cial world within an institutional field) can lead individuals to question the legitimacy of ex-
isting institutional arrangements[…]. [W]hen an individual detects contradictions among in-
stitutional logics, the mental alarm is activated and cognitive legitimacy (at the individual 
level) begins to erode” (Tost, 2011, p. 702 emphasis added). She further hypothesizes that: 

[F]or contradictions across institutional fields to trigger the mental alarm, they must interfere 
with an individual’s goal pursuits. If a contradiction does not have meaningful implications 
for the individual’s ability to pursue valued goals, such as the achievement of desired out-
comes or the promotion of closely held values, then the individual is not likely to expend the 
cognitive energy necessary to engage in the judgment reassessment stage. However, when 
contradictions interfere with goal pursuit, they have the effect of revealing and calling into 
question the nature of existing institutional arrangements and motivating individuals to reex-
amine their existing legitimacy judgments, because doing so can serve the individuals’ goals. 
(Tost, 2011, p. 702) 

As such, it is possible for an individual to accept, or possibly even try to assimilate contra-
dictions in institutional logics with their current judgment when they are of no direct conse-
quence to the individual. Yet, when they are of consequence it is worth it for the individual 
to reassess their judgment in a way that takes the contradiction into account. It is however 
worth noting that this definition of the individual's valued goals as including but not limited 
to "the achievement of desired outcomes or the promotion of closely held values” (Tost, 
2011, p. 702) does leave much room for interpretation for what could fall into the category 



 17  

of an individual’s goals. The concept of contradictions as a metal alarm trigger is thus as 
of yet not fully developed in the current literature. 
While reflexivity is inherent in the reassessment process, Tost (2011) highlights that some 
research indicates that there might also be a certain type of personality, the ‘autonomous 
reflexive’ (Archer, 2003; Mutch, 2007; Tost, 2011) “who are predisposed by the nature of 
their personality or personal experience to question existing institutional arrangements. 
These individuals may have personal tendencies or motivations that function as internal 
triggers of the mental alarm, thus moving them from the use stage to the reassessment 
stage without the need for an external jolt or contradiction“ (Tost, 2011, p. 702). 
Taken together Tost (2011) has presented changes to the institutional field, goal impeding 
contradictions in institutional logics and an evaluator’s inherent ability for reflection as fac-
tors that can prompt the evaluator to enter the judgment reassessment stage. 
 
Based on this detailing of Tost’s (2011) model, I find that the conceptualization of the sub-
jective evaluation of legitimacy by the evaluator to be useful in the further exploration of the 
concept of defamation, because the defamation is seen as targeting the individual’s per-
ception of the defamed. It thus fundamentally illuminates the motivation behind defaming 
a competitor, since, when the evaluator is seen as being the source of legitimacy, targeting 
them with a defamatory communication could assumedly be a way to convince them to 
alter their judgment of the defamed. However, based on the model as it stands, it is not 
apparent how defamation could cause this theorized reassessment. I will therefore in the 
following expand on the concept of organizational defamation, and theorize how it can lead 
to organizational stigmatization as a way of expanding on how defamation relates to legit-
imacy. 
 

Stigmatization through defamation 

In the following, defamatory communications are presented as a specific kind of commu-
nicative input, which, when targeted at individuals, has the purpose of getting the targeted 
individual to stigmatize the defamed organization. I theorize that stigmatization is contin-
gent on moralization about the defamed’s alleged behavior put forward in the defamatory 
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communication, and that it is based on that, that the individual can potentially change their 
legitimacy judgment of the defamed organization. 
As the concepts of interorganizational defamation and organizational stigmatization per-
tains to separate strains of the organizational literature, I will in the following first elaborate 
on the concepts as they are described within the existing literature, along with an account 
of the two differing views within the literature of the relation between stigma and illegiti-
macy. Based on the detailing of the existing literature, I will proceed to account for how I 
theorize that defamatory communications can lead to stigmatization. 
 

Interorganizational defamation 

Defamation as a term is predominantly known from legalese, however, Mohamed and 
Gardner (2004) introduced it into organizational impression management, and thus drew it 
into the field of institutional organization theory. They identified interorganizational defama-
tion as a form of organizational image spoiling and argued that “defamation may be viewed 
as the use of symbolic language to cause a specific party to attribute illegitimacy to an 
organization” (Mohamed & Gardner, 2004, p. 140). As noted earlier, this analysis is confined 
to “vilification”, that is, the specific kind of interorganizational defamation strategy that “fo-
cuses on portraying the rival as malevolent. This is achieved by characterizing the rival as 
morally lacking or by accusing it of committing violations and crimes. If successful, this 
strategy will give the organization the moral high-ground in its battle with the rival” (Mo-
hamed & Gardner, 2004, p. 138). I would, however, argue that, within this framing, the main 
point of highlighting the rival organization’s violations of laws or rules, is typically to insin-
uate a moral deficiency of the defamed organization. I see this as the case because the 
‘malevolence’ of violating a law or a rule lies not in the transgression itself but in the moral 
evaluation of the action. Furthermore, such possible violations are dealt with by legal insti-
tutions whose actions are not dependent on consumer awareness of the possible illegality 
that occurred. Therefore, communicating to consumers about a possible legal transgres-
sion of a competitor would have no bearing on whether justice would be served or not, it 
would only be able to influence the consumers' view of the competitor. As such, the ma-
levolence portrayed can be considered to have an underpinning of insinuated immorality 
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no matter if the behavior of the defamed is legal or not. In the case of Microsoft and Google 
highlighted earlier, this can be seen in how Microsoft frame the alleged behavior by Google 
as an immorality rather than a possible illegality. There is no mention of any rules or laws 
being broken, Microsoft is instead arguing to the users that Google’s alleged behavior is 
an “invasion of [their] privacy” (Lloyd, 2013). Furthermore, I would argue that given the legal 
risks involved in accusing a competitor of downright illegal behavior, it seems most likely 
that the majority of the vilification occurring pertains to legal behavior that the defamer 
wishes to get the consumers to see as immoral. In essence, the interorganizational defa-
mation under investigation here centers around communicating to consumers and potential 
consumers that the defamed organization has committed some acts that should be seen 
as immoral, and given this immorality, the defamed should be deemed as illegitimate.   
The defamation can thus be considered to be the communication from the defaming or-
ganization, whereas the stigma is ascribed by the individual after receiving the defamatory 
communication and is thus a possible result communication. Having now detailed the as-
pect of interorganizational defamation, I proceed to detail the existing literature on organi-
zational stigma and how it relates to illegitimacy.  
 

Organizational stigma 

Stigma as an academically defined concept originated in sociology with Goffman’s seminal 
work ‘Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity’ from 1963. While Goffman’s 
work focused solely on the stigmatization of individuals, his observations laid the ground-
work for the later extensions of the concept stigma to also cover organizational stigma (e.g. 
Devers et al., 2009; Devers, Dewett & Belsito, 2005; Hudson, 2008; Hudson & Okhuysen, 
2009; Mishina & Devers, 2012; Sutton & Callahan, 1987). Devers et al. (2009) define organ-
izational stigma “as a label that evokes a collective stakeholder group-specific perception 
that an organization possesses a fundamental, deep-seated flaw that deindividuates and 
discredits the organization” (p. 157). This means that such a flaw weighs so heavily in the 
evaluation of the organization that it becomes the defining feature and annuls any other 
evaluations of the organization on other parameters. On the whole, stigma “[r]epresents a 
negative social evaluation” (Devers et al., 2009, p. 157), and it is worth noting that there is 
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no opposite, positive social evaluation equivalent to stigma as the opposite of stigmatized 
is normal, therefore stigma only ranges from neutral (i.e. no stigma) to negative (i.e. stigma-
tized) (Devers & Mishina, 2019; Goffman, 1963; Mishina & Devers, 2012).  
Perhaps due to its sociological roots, and the fact that Goffman (1963) developed the con-
cept based on individuals in a social context, the stigma literature tends to recognize  
the heterogeneity of stakeholders who can stigmatize an organization (Devers et al., 2009; 
Hudson, 2008; Hudson & Okhuysen, 2009). Some go further and highlight the individual’s 
role in assigning the stigma, i.e. being a stigmatizer (Ashforth, 2019) – although the individ-
ual should always be conceived of as part of social groups with established norms and 
values which are what influences the stigmatizer’s judgment. 
Hudson (2008) argued that there exist two distinct types of organizational stigma; core 
stigma and event stigma. In his words, event stigma “results from discrete, anomalous, 
episodic events” (Hudson, 2008, p. 253), whereas “[c]ore-stigma is the result of a negative 
social evaluation by some audience(s) of an organization because of some core organiza-
tional attribute, such as core routines, core outputs, and/or core customers” (Hudson, 
2008, p. 252). As such “[u]nlike event-stigma, core-stigma is due to the nature of an organ-
ization’s core attributes—who it is, what it does, and whom it serves—not merely because 
of an anomalous negative event” (Hudson, 2008, p. 253). He thus differentiates between 
the stigmas that pertain to certain actions of an organization or members of an organization 
that does not relate to the heart of what that organization does and stigmas that pertain to 
the essence of what an organization does or provides. 
An alternative way of categorizing organizational stigma was presented by Devers et al. 
(2009) who argue that “most organizational-level stigmas are conduct stigmas" (p. 158). 
They base this argument on Goffman's identification of three individual-level conditions 
that can cause stigma; abominations of the body, tribal stigma, and blemishes of individual 
character or conduct stigma (Devers et al., 2009; Goffman, 1963). They conclude that since 
body-related stigmas do not apply to organizations, and tribal stigma (for instance pertain-
ing to race, religion or gender) are possible but not dominant in organizational stigma, the 
majority of organizational stigma are thus conduct stigma (Devers et al. 2009). Their con-
ceptualization organizational conduct stigma cover both event and core stigma. The reason 
is that they focus on the fact that both “the specific actions and choices of organizational 
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members” (Devers et al., 2009, p. 158) (i.e. event stigma) and “choice of business model or 
industry” (Devers et al., 2009, p. 158) (i.e. core stigma) are within the control of the organi-
zation. So while there is a difference in what is stigmatized, the common denominator is 
that the stigmatized behavior or product was actively chosen by the organization in some 
way. This is important because “[w]hereas stigmas perceived as uncontrollable generate 
pity or concern, those perceived as controllable elicit assessments of blame and educe 
strong negative cognitive, affective, and behavioral reactions from others” (Devers et al., 
2009, p. 158). This means that conduct stigma can have a serious effect on an organiza-
tion’s revenue and, ultimately, survival (Devers, Dewett & Belsito, 2005). Arguably, this is 
especially true for organizations that do not have a core stigma, as they operate in organi-
zational fields where their competitors are (at least potentially) stigma-less and thus in a 
better position to attract business that the stigmatized organization is. Or, put in another 
way, when it is not the organization's core product that is stigmatized (e.g. pornography or 
tobacco) the stakeholders see not-stigmatized as the default or the norm and thus bench-
mark the organization after that.   
An important aspect is that, as Ashforth (2019) puts it: “A stigma is far more than a con-
venient social categorization; it is an inherently moral categorization, and the act of stigma-
tizing is an act of moralizing” (Ashforth, 2019, p. 23, emphasis in original). He argues that 
“[l]abeling a coworker as narcissistic, a work-group as politicized, or an organization as 
poorly managed, is to pass judgment on the fitness of the actor relative to the stigmatizer’s 
values, norms, and ideologies. Intended or not, the stigmatizer is in effect saying, “[y]ou are 
contravening the standards that we prize and uphold”” (Ashforth, 2019, p. 23). This is in-
teresting as this both casts the individual, or stigmatizer, as the one who carries out the 
judgment, and emphasizes that the stigmatizer does not exist in a vacuum, but rather is 
immersed in a social context that has both impacted the shaping of the stigmatizers values 
and norms, and is a factor considered in the judgment. Based on this perception of the 
stigmatizing ability of the individual, it is worth noting the difficulty of removing a stigma 
represent. Devers and Mishina put it this way: 

[A] stigmatized organization will remain devalued and tainted unless it is able to alter stake-
holders’ beliefs about its core characteristics. This is likely to be made difficult by the ten-
dency of observers to weigh negative cues more heavily than positive cues (see, for example, 
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Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; for reviews). In-
deed, if stigmas confer a moral taint or damaged character (e.g., Goffman, 1963), this may 
be compounded further, because observers view negative cues as a more diagnostic fun-
damental character than positive cues, as positive behavior may simply reflect behavioral 
alignment with social norms[…]. As a consequence, observers will likely assign the negative 
behavior that produced the stigma more weight than any future positive cues used in an 
attempt to repair perceptions of one’s character. (Devers & Mishina, 2019) 

This effect Devers and Mishina (2019) refer to in the stronger weighing of negative cues 
versus positive ones is what Baumeister et al. (2001) has aptly called ‘bad is stronger than 
good’ in their literature review of that same name which review a wide range of psychology 
literature and found that “it appears to be a basic, pervasive fact of psychology that bad is 
stronger than good” (Baumeister et al., 2001, p. 360). Furthermore, this also accounts for 
why stigma can be “sticky”, as Ashforth describes it (2019, p. 24), as the deindividuating 
effect of stigma combined with the “bad is stronger than good”-effect makes it difficult for 
an organization to counteract and recover from stigmatization. As such, there is nothing 
inherently special about stigmas that causes favoring of negative cues as the ‘bad is 
stronger than good’-effect applies to a wide range of psychological areas, yet it would 
follow from the rationale of stigmas ‘stickiness’ that the severity of the stigma might influ-
ence how difficult it would be to counteract or recover from. A final point made by Ashforth 
(2019) is that “[…]the actors [i.e. the defamed] often subscribe to the same normative code 
as the stigmatizers and thus wish to be reintegrated and made whole again. Even where 
they do not appear to share the same normative code […], once the event stigma is publi-
cized, actors typically take noisy steps to repair their image” (Ashforth, 2019, p. 24). This is 
interesting, as this sharing of the same normative code as the stigmatizers means that any 
attempts to explain or excuse the stigmatized behavior will likely be based on a fundamen-
tal acceptance of the institutional logic that the moral and ethical values of the stigmatizers 
were derived from, and would seek to respond within that same logic. 
 

The connection between illegitimacy and stigma 

The negative connotations that both illegitimacy and stigma judgments carry might reason-
ably cause one to assume that they are somehow related, and the institutional theory 
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literature have recently delved deeper into explicating the relation between these two con-
cepts (Ashforth, 2019; Devers & Mishina, 2019; Hampel & Tracey; Helms, Patterson & Hud-
son, 2019; Patterson, Hudson & Helms, 2019). This has crystalized two distinct perspec-
tives, what I will call the ‘continuum view’ and the ‘separate concepts view’, which will be 
detailed in the following.  
 

Continuum view 

This view is represented by Hampel and Tracey (2019) who argue that one of the main 
problems for the stigma research has been impeded “by the assumption that stigmatization 
is an extreme polar judgment that only exists in its negative form and is unconnected to 
other judgments” (Hampel & Tracey, 2019, p. 12). They further argue that stigmatization is 
a moral evaluation because “[…]what drives the behavior of stigmatizing audiences is a 
belief that the organization should not exist because its activities are “wrong” in a normative 
sense—to stigmatize is to challenge an entity’s “moral status” and exert social control 
(Goffman, 1963)” (Hampel & Tracey, 2019, p. 12). As such “[…] audiences based their stig-
matization on a normative judgment that deems the actions of these organizations to be 
harmful and dangerous for society” (Hampel & Tracey, 2019, p. 12).  
Hampel and Tracey (2019) additionally point out the lack of concept clarity regarding ille-
gitimacy by highlighting that some authors use it to describe a lack of support while others 
use it to describe disapproval (Hampel & Tracey, 2019): 

Some interpret “illegitimacy” as signifying “undesirab[ility]” and others as merely signifying 
a “lack of institutionalization” (Glynn & Marquis, 2004, p. 150). As a result, scholars have 
criticized this “conceptual fuzziness” (Glynn & Marquis, 2004, p. 150) and pointed out that 
“illegitimacy lacks a consistent definition” (Hudson & Okhuysen, 2009, p. 150). To tackle this 
issue, we propose defining “moral illegitimacy” as an audience’s judgment of normative dis-
approval, thus specifically denoting the organization’s activities as not being “the right thing 
to do” (Suchman, 1995, p. 579; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017). This more focused 
definition firmly separates “moral illegitimacy” from neutral assessments and thus removes 
the current ambiguity. (Hampel & Tracey pp. 12-13) 

Essentially Hampel and Tracey (2019) argue that both stigma and moral illegitimacy are 
moral evaluations, but because moral illegitimacy is used to cover the spectrum from lack 
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of approval all the way to profound disapproval, and stigma is also used to describe pro-
found disapproval, the definition of the concepts become muddled. In order to mend this 
problem, they propose a new spectrum of moral evaluations that cover both moral illegiti-
macy and stigma: 

We offer a spectrum of moral evaluations […] that explores the various moral evaluations 
that audiences can make based on their self-concept by interrogating whether an organiza-
tion’s activities are “the right thing to do” (Suchman, 1995, p. 579). Its five components con-
stitute elevation (profound approval), moral legitimacy (approval), moral indifference (lack of 
approval), moral illegitimacy (disapproval), and stigmatization (profound disapproval). In 
other words, the spectrum ranges from an audience’s profound normative approval (eleva-
tion) to an audience’s profound normative disapproval (stigmatization). (Hampel & Tracey, 
2019, p. 13) 

 
Figure 2: Spectrum of moral evaluation (source: Hampel & Tracey, 2019) 

 
According to their conceptualization, a moral evaluation can thus result in either a moral 
illegitimacy judgment or a stigmatization judgment depending on the severity of the disap-
proval, but it cannot be both at the same time. 
 

Separate concepts view 

This view has been promoted by several organizational stigma scholars including Devers 
and Mishina (2019) and Patterson, Hudson and Helms (2019). 
Patterson, Hudson, and Helms (2019) collectively concede that while they have in previous 
writings (Helms and Patterson, 2014; Hudson, 2008) suggested that stigma might be anal-
ogous to certain kinds of illegitimacy, they have been persuaded by recent research “that 
equating the two is problematic from a theoretical standpoint and would be a grand mistake 
for future research on the topic” (Patterson, Hudson & Helms, 2019, p. 3). They see a 
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fundamental difference in the conceptualization of the audiences that ascribe legitimacy 
(and thus also illegitimacy) and stigma respectively: 

We assert that legitimacy, correctly or incorrectly, has been conceptualized as a socially 
constructed perception shared across broad, generalized audiences (Suchman, 1995) while 
stigma functions differently as different audiences and their individual members and sub-
groups internalized distinct norms that shape their stigmatized perceptions. Therefore, 
stigma provides a more nuanced understanding of negative social evaluations as a process 
of audience assignment than does the understanding of legitimacy, or illegitimacy-based 
judgments. (Helms, Patterson & Hudson, 2019, p. 7) 

This critique of legitimacy is however mainly applicable for the macro-level focused strains 
of the legitimacy literature rather than the micro-level literature that has been described 
above, since emphasizing the individuals as evaluators entail a lot of the differentiation they 
find lacking in other legitimacy research.  
Devers and Mishina (2019) highlight another difference between illegitimacy and stigma; 
they are nonindividuating and deindividuating constructs respectively:  

As the quest for legitimacy makes organizations engage in herdlike conformity (Deephouse 
& Suchman, 2008) and thereby leads to isomorphism (e.g., Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), legitimation processes are homogenizing with respects to at least 
certain aspects of their practices, structures, and symbols. At the same time, there is reason 
to believe that, legitimacy is nonindividuating (i.e., does not confer uniqueness), but not de-
individuating, in the sense that organizations can maintain their uniqueness by decoupling 
their symbolic surface structures from their technical aspects to deal with both institutional 
and technical pressures (e.g., Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Because illegitimacy, if it existed, im-
plies that there is a lack of fit, or inability to categorize into the appropriate category, it too 
is nonindividuating. Devers & Mishina, 2019, p. 18) 

They contrast this with stigma, where they argue that the resulting deindividuation means 
that “the uniqueness of organizations are washed away, such that, even though they might 
objectively be unique along many dimensions, those differences are cast aside, and a new 
master status is imputed—each of the stigmatized organizations are viewed primarily in 
terms of the stigmatizing attributes, and other attributes or dimensions fade into the back-
ground” (Devers & Mishina, 2019, p. 17). 
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It is worth noting here that isomorphism impacts organizations’ structures that are of import 
to the institutional environment, and thus works on the macro-level, whereas the deindivid-
uation is a result of an intraindividual process, and only directly influences the evaluators 
perception and behavior, it has no direct impact on the actual organizational structures 
(although stigmatization can lead to organizational changes in structures and communica-
tion, that is a derived effect based on the organizational responses, not a direct effect of 
the deindividuation). 
A third point about the differentiation between illegitimacy and stigma is that stigmatized 
organizations (for instance core stigmatized organizations like tobacco manufacturers) are 
able to survive and even thrive, indicating that they are able to garner enough legitimacy to 
remain functional, despite being widely stigmatized (Ashforth, 2019; Helms, Patterson & 
Hudson, 2019), and some stigmatized organizations go even further: 

Rather than being ashamed or internalizing the fact that society views an organization as 
lacking legitimacy, many stigmatized organizational actors unabashedly engage, care about, 
and promote those very practices and clienteles that are the source of their “taint. […] Rather 
than being eliminated by audiences attacking them through sanctions that remove their so-
cial and material resources, the targets of stigmatizing audiences persist in spite of their 
increasing opposition and may, in fact, garner support as a result of vocal opposition by 
particular audiences, […] suggesting simultaneous stigmatization and legitimacy. Cumula-
tively, this brings us to our key assertion. Rather than being stigmatized out of existence, 
organizations survive and thrive in stigmatized states. (Helms, Patterson & Hudson, 2019, p. 
7) 

All of this leads to the assertion that stigma and legitimacy are similar in the sense that they 
are both social evaluations, but they differ in fundamental ways and are, as such, separate 
constructs. In response to Hampel and Tracey’s (2019) suggested continuum, Helms, Pat-
terson and Hudson therefore argues that “[r]ather than conceptualizing organizations on a 
single legitimacy and illegitimacy evaluation continuum, we assert that organizations must 
manage both stigmatization and legitimating evaluations of audiences simultaneously” 
(Helms, Patterson & Hudson, 2019, p. 7). 
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Based on the detailing of the two differing views on the relation between stigma and illegit-
imacy, I will in the following draw on Hampel and Tracey’s (2019) conceptualization, alt-
hough with some added alterations. Furthermore, instead of seeing moral legitimacy as a 
stand-alone evaluation, I will integrate Hampel and Tracey’s (2019) view of moral evalua-
tions into Tost’s (2011) theory of individual legitimacy judgments. This will have the purpose 
of highlighting that while stigmatization might have a strong effect on how an evaluator 
judges an entity, morality is not the only aspect in play when an entity’s legitimacy is reas-
sessed. Before proceeding to expand Tost’s (2011) model with Hampel and Tracey’s (2019) 
concept of moral evaluations, there is one other matter to address; the connection between 
defamation and stigmatization. 
 

Stigmatization though defamation 

Following the detailing of the concepts of defamation and stigma as laid out above, I now 
proceed to sketch out how the end goal of vilification as a communication can be seen as 
getting the receiver of the communication to stigmatize the defamed organization. 
Firstly, I would argue that the core purpose of vilification is to get the receivers to change 
their mind about the defamed organization, not confirm the view of those who might already 
agree with the defamation. I base this on the assumption that from a business perspective 
the point of the strategy of defamation is to get consumers or potential consumers to prefer 
the defamer over the defamed, which means targeting those who either currently prefer the 
defamed, or those who have no preference. While there is also value in strengthening the 
preference of those who already prefer the defamer to the competition, I argue that this is 
a secondary benefit, since this only solidifies the current division of sales, it does not in-
crease the defamer's position. As such, the targets of the defamatory communication will 
in the following be though to be consumers or potential consumers who did not, before the 
reception of the defamatory communication, prefer the defaming organization over the de-
famed organization. While it might be self-evident, it is worth noting here that a judgment 
reassessment is, naturally, contingent on the evaluator having made an initial judgment 
formation. As the area of focus here is competitors within the field of consumer goods and 
services, the following will be founded on the assumption that the evaluator is aware of 
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both the defamer and defamed as organizations and have deemed them both to be legiti-
mate. Furthermore, a fundamental truthfulness of the defamatory communication is as-
sumed, meaning that although the presentation the defamed organizations’ behavior might 
be phrased in a vilifying and moralizing way, and thus have a certain spin on it, the core 
facts are assumed to be truthful in the following theory development. The arguments for 
this are twofold. Firstly, due to the legal peril, an organization can bring upon itself by stat-
ing false defamatory statements about a competitor mean that, while it does occur, I would 
argue that it is rarely a beneficial business strategy, and thus not of core interest in the 
matter at hand. And, secondly, from a theory-development standpoint, I consider it bene-
ficial to the construct clarity to eliminate untruthfulness of the defamatory communication 
as a variable when considering the model expansion. I base this on the assumption that if 
the evaluator has to simultaneously assess the factual truthfulness of the alleged behavior 
while also assessing how morally incongruent the behavior might be, this additional varia-
ble would decrease the construct clarity, as the evaluator could thus reach the same con-
clusion of upholding the original judgment of ‘legitimate' of the defamed, both in the case 
where the factual basis did not warrant a judgment of illegitimacy and in the case where 
the defamation turned out to be untruthful, and thus there would be no basis for finding the 
defamed illegitimate. Additionally, as previously stated, an evaluator is most likely to judge 
an entity illegitimate based on a judgment reassessment rather than an initial judgment 
formation. Based on that I theorize that stigmatization is also most likely to occur in the 
reassessment stage so the following will be founded on these assertions. 
Based on the theory of individual legitimacy judgments, getting an evaluator to stigmatize 
an organization is not a simple one-step process, as the vast majority of receivers of the 
communication is in their judgment use stage, and thus not receptive to new information 
that goes against their current generalized legitimacy judgment. The first purpose of the 
defamatory communication is thus to highlight a contradiction that the evaluator perceives 
to interfere with their goal-pursuit, in order to trigger the evaluator's mental alarm and 
thereby get the evaluator to reassess their legitimacy judgment of the defamed organiza-
tion. If this is successful, the second purpose of the defamatory communication is to at-
tempt to dictate the set of social norms the evaluator should use in the reassessment. This 
is done by, in the communication, pointing out the argued immoral behavior of the defamed 
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organization, as this implies which norms the defamed organization has violated. If the 
evaluator accepts these norms, this will be the basis for the reevaluation of the legitimacy 
dimensions as it pertains to the defamed, which can thus also open up for a reevaluation 
of the defamer and even their entire organizational field. One of the possible results of this 
reassessment is a stigmatization of the defamed within the moral legitimacy dimension, 
which will influence the new generalized legitimacy judgment and increases the odds that 
the evaluator will change their generalized judgment to illegitimate.  
For instance, the previously highlighted example of Microsoft vilifying Google in their 
‘Scroogle’ campaign implied the social norm of privacy protection by pointing out that 
Google violated their Gmail-users privacy in order to make money on targeted advertise-
ment. As such, the matter of a company making money on advertisement is not in itself 
framed as problematic, it is the violation of the social norm, i.e. the users’ privacy, in order 
to make that money that is being framed as malevolent behavior by Google. Depending on 
how much the vilifying communication’s suggested social norm resonates with the evalu-
ator’s moral values, the evaluator may find the behavior of the defamed to be grounds for 
stigmatization. 
Another example is a SodaStream commercial which originally was meant to air during the 
2013 Super Bowl, but was banned by the network broadcasting the game, yet was still 
released by the company on other platforms (Parr, 2013; SodaStream, 2013).1 The ad 
shows two large delivery trucks, one from PepsiCo and one from CocaCola, parked outside 
a supermarket, where a deliveryman from each company is rushing to unload their respec-
tive deliveries onto each of their trolleys. The pace of each of them increases as they both 
rush to stack the sodas onto the trolley faster than the other, and then proceeds to run 
towards the supermarket to beat the other and make their delivery first. Before reaching 
the entrance to the supermarket, the deliveryman from PepsiCo appears to hit a barricade, 
and his entire load of bottled sodas on the trolley explode, or rather “pop”, and leaves all 
the liquid in the bottles to splash to the ground. This is followed by a brief cut to a well-
dressed man using a SodaStream to create a carbonated beverage, proceeded by a cut 

                                                        
1 Given that the ad targeted two named competitors, it is not inconceivable that having the ad banned was 
part of the marketing strategy from the beginning, as it could arguably seem anticipatable that the network 
would not accept such an ad. 
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back to the situation outside the supermarket where a similar “popping” of the load of 
sodas the CocaCola deliveryman was carrying occurs, again resulting in all the liquid 
splashing to the ground. The voiceover, which begins at the cut to the SodaStream-using 
man, states that “[w]ith SodaStream we could have saved 500 million bottles on game day 
alone. If you love the bubbles, set them free”, and thus reveals that the “popping” of the 
PepsiCo and CocaCola bottles was to highlight the difference between the product of those 
companies and that of SodaStream (which provides at-home carbonation of beverages as 
an alternative to buying ready-made ones in store), i.e. that there are no plastic bottles 
involved when using SodaStream. The point of the ad is further emphasized by a final view 
of both of the delivery trucks where all the bottles within the trucks also “pop” and all the 
liquid splashes out of the side of the trucks towards the ground. While the tone of the ad is 
not malicious as such, the purpose of the ad can be seen as vilifying the business practices 
of PepsiCo and CocaCola by highlighting the arguably environmentally damaging aspect 
of both the plastic bottles all their products are sold in, as well as the pollution that the 
logistics of delivering all of those filled bottled to every store that sells their products en-
tails.2 As such, SodaStream frames the immorality of PepsiCo and CocaCola to consist of 
only caring about competing with each other based on their established business models 
(symbolized by both the deliverymen rushing to be the first one of the two to make the 
delivery), and that they ignore all to environmental damage that they cause through the use 
of plastic bottles and delivery logistics. Additionally, by showing a man using a So-
daStream, they contrast their product with those of PepsiCo and CocaCola and illustrate 
that their product addresses exactly those environmental concerns that they frame the two 
competitors as violating, by not involving any plastic bottles or store-deliveries of the fin-
ished product. In essence, the ad can thus be seen as SodaStream vilifying PepsiCo and 
CocaCola to consumers and potential consumers by framing PepsiCo and CocaCola’s or-
ganizational behavior as violating the social norm of environmental responsibility in favor 
of a focus on their internal rivalry for market shares and profits and thus implicitly accusing 
both of immoral behavior. As such, while the social norm the defamed organizations here 

                                                        
2 Note that this form of morality-invoking vilification described here can be seen as only one of many forms 
of comparative advertisement. For a comprehensive detailing of the wider phenomenon of comparative ad-
vertising see Beard (2013, 2018). For a detailing of the phenomenon of negative comparative advertising see 
James and Hensel (1991). 
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are accused of violating is different than in the Microsoft vs Google example (i.e. environ-
mental responsibility and privacy protection respectively) the method of vilifying the com-
petitor on moral grounds and communicating the perceived moral transgression to the con-
sumers and potential consumers with the aim of getting them to stigmatize the defamed is 
the same. 
The connection between interorganizational defamation and stigmatization is thus theo-
rized to be that the interorganizational defamatory communication, in the form of vilification, 
can cause the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed organization. This can occur because 
the defamatory communication contains the information about the defamed’s alleged 
moral transgression, and the suggested social norms with which to judge it, so a possible 
outcome of the evaluator’s processing of the communication is that stigmatization occurs 
within the moral legitimacy dimension of the evaluator’s reassessment of their generalized 
legitimacy judgment. In the following, I will expand Tost’s (2011) model of individual-level 
legitimacy judgments to encompass these aspects of defamation and stigmatization. 
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Expanding the model of individual-level legitimacy judg-
ments 
As explained above, the path for interorganizational defamation to cause stigmatization of 
the defamed organization is comprised of three steps, 1) signal a contradiction that the 
evaluator perceives as goal-interfering, to get the evaluator to reassess its legitimacy judg-
ment of the defamed organization, 2) attempt to dictate the norms the evaluator should use 
in the reassessment, and 3) get the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed organization based 
on the suggested norms. As such, there is a linear path from defamation to stigmatization, 
yet the resulting stigmatization is contingent on each of the steps going in favor of the 
defamed, which is not a certainty. Furthermore, adding another layer of uncertainty to the 
final outcome of the evaluator’s reassessment process is that within this theorization, the 
stigmatization, were it to occur, would only be founded on the evaluator’s moral legitimacy 
judgment, so there might also occur a weighing against the instrumental and relational di-
mensions, before the final desired outcome of changing the evaluator’s generalized legiti-
macy judgment in the way the defamer wanted is achieved. If achieved, however, the end 
result of the defamation is a new generalized legitimacy judgment by the evaluator, that 
finds the defamed organization ‘illegitimate’. Additionally, since the scope of the evaluator’s 
judgment reassessment is at the evaluator’s discretion and is thus not necessarily confided 
to reassessing the legitimacy of the defamed, a further result could be that the evaluator 
finds the defamer ‘legitimate’ based on those same adopted social norms. 
It is worth noting before proceeding, that Tost (2011) conceived legitimacy to be a contin-
uous variable, so while the resulting generalized judgments appear binary (i.e. ‘legitimate’ 
or ‘illegitimate’) they contain a strength of judgment that is not apparent in the phrasing of 
the judgments. Since the primary focus at hand is how the defaming organization can cause 
the evaluator's judgment to change to illegitimate via vilification, I do not find this short-
coming in the descriptive ability of the terms debilitating and will proceed with these terms, 
noting the strength of them where necessary. A further point worth re-emphasizing before 
progressing is that while the individual-level legitimacy literature recognizes that macro-
level expressions of legitimacy and illegitimacy have an influence on the evaluator’s legiti-
macy judgment, the evaluator is the one with the agency to judge. As such, the evaluator’s 
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legitimacy judgments are inherently subjective, which means that their outcome is contin-
gent on the evaluator’s personal perception of what constitutes legitimate or illegitimate 
behavior, rather than on any normative scale that exist outside the evaluator.  
In the following, each of the aspects of the reassessment process laid out above will be 
detailed further, and an expansion of Tost's (2011) theory of individual-level legitimacy 
judgments to accommodate this conceptualization of defamation as stigmatization will be 
developed.   
 

Prompting judgment reassessment 

The first step towards achieving stigmatization is to get the evaluator to reassess their ex-
isting legitimacy judgment of the defamed organization. As previously mentioned, Tost 
(2011) theorized that there are three types of causes for reassessment; jolts in the institu-
tional field, contradictions in institutional logics, and reflexivity. I hypothesize that vilifying 
communications can cause reassessment of the evaluator’s legitimacy judgment by mak-
ing the evaluator aware of a contradiction in institutional logics. As the type of defamation 
under examination here pertains to organizations within the field of consumer products and 
services, it can be argued that the dominant institutional logic of this field is that of the 
capitalist market (Friedland & Alford, 1991). Given the vast societal acceptance of market 
capitalism that is prevalent in most cultures, it could be assumed probable that there were 
enough validity cues present at the initial judgment formation for the evaluator to passively 
form a generalized judgment of ‘legitimate’ for the majority of organizations within the es-
tablished organizational field that pertains to consumer goods and services. As such, for 
this judgment to change, something external has to prompt a reassessment by presenting 
the evaluator with new information that can trigger the evaluator’s mental alarm by pointing 
out a relevant contradiction between this and an alternative institutional logic. Such a 
prompt can take many forms, from news reports about illicit behavior within an organization 
or industry, to NGO activism or discussions with friends and family – or, as it is theorized 
here, interorganizational defamatory statements. The “moral high-ground” which Mohamed 
and Gardner (2004, p. 138) theorized that the defamer could achieve through vilification 
could, within this theorization, be considered to be a result of getting the evaluator to 
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accept the moral-oriented institutional logic over the alternative institutional logic, like that 
of market capitalism. 
Depending on the source of the information that triggers the evaluator’s mental alarm, the 
evaluator might find the information more or less credible, but the point of the new infor-
mation is not to get the evaluator to take the offered information as gospel, rather, it is to 
get the evaluator to actively engage in a reassessment of their legitimacy judgment. As 
such, sowing doubt about the existing judgment by presenting vilifying information that 
indicates that the institutional logic of the capitalist market might not be the right basis on 
which to judge the legitimacy of the defamed organization, can be enough to get the eval-
uator to reassess the judgment. 
As noted earlier, Tost (2011) hypothesized that in order for an evaluator’s mental alarm to 
be triggered, the contradiction in institutional logics has to interfere with the evaluator’s 
goal pursuit in some way. Based on this I argue that because the vilification informs the 
evaluator of a possible moral transgression committed by the defamed organization, the 
goal that is interfered with is the evaluator’s ability to sustain the belief that they live in 
accordance with their moral and ethical values if they maintain their judgment of ‘legitimate’ 
of the defamed organization without addressing the defamatory information presented to 
them through a judgment reassessment process.3 It would thus be necessary for the vilified 
behavior of the defamed organization to appear in contradiction with the moral and ethical 
values of the evaluator to succeed in activating the evaluator’s mental alarm. This theorized 
interference with the evaluator’s goal pursuit is thought to be applicable both when the 
evaluator is directly a consumer or potential consumer of the defamed, and when it pertains 
to the evaluator’s more passive acceptance of the defamed organization as a legitimate 
entity in society. This assumption is based on the notion that legitimacy judgments are at 
their core about whether an entity is appropriate for its social context, meaning that how 
directly the evaluator is in contact with the entity in question is not determining for whether 
or not the legitimacy is judged (although it might influence whether the passive or evaluative 

                                                        
3 It is important to note that if the evaluator were to scrutinize every organization they considered legitimate, 
they would likely find that many of them had committed moral transgressions according to the evaluators 
moral and ethical values. Yet most of these transgressions will likely never be brought to the evaluator’s 
attention, and the evaluator will thus, based on their limited knowledge, be able to sustain the belief that they 
live in accordance with their values. 
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mode is used in the judgment formation, as close and continued contact might make the 
cognitive energy necessary for forming a proprietary judgment in the evaluative mode worth 
it to the evaluator). As such, the dissonance between the two institutional logics can prompt 
the evaluator to engage in judgment reassessment in order to achieve the goal of continu-
ing to feel like they are living in accordance with their moral and ethical values, regardless 
of whether the evaluator has had direct contact with the organization, or not. 
Furthermore, it is here worth noting that while individuals’ moral and ethical values might 
seem unique and personal, they are, within the framework of institutional theory, seen as 
shaped by the institutional structures of society such as family and religion (Friedland & 
Alford, 1991). One vilifying statement about a competitor thus has the ability to resonate 
with the values of a large group of evaluators if it addresses behavior that goes against an 
established and widely accepted social norm. As such, the defaming organization is not 
shooting in the dark when selecting what competitor behavior to vilify, it can take cues from 
the prevalent social norms that are in opposition with the institutional logic they aim to 
problematize in order to prompt judgment reassessment. 
The suggestion of what social norms the evaluator should apply in the reassessment of the 
defamed organization’s legitimacy is inherent in the vilifying statement. As theorized, the 
contradiction of institutional logics needs to interfere with the evaluator’s goal of living in 
accordance with their moral and ethical values for the metal alarm to be triggered by the 
vilifying message, so based on this, it would be assumed that the evaluators whose mental 
alarm is triggered must be the ones that are responsive to the suggested social norms. Or, 
put another way, if the vilified behavior is not against the evaluator’s moral values, then the 
evaluator will not perceive the ‘legitimate’ judgment afforded to the defamed organization 
as interfering with the evaluator’s goal of living in accordance with their values, and will 
thus not engage in a reassessment. Drawing on the SodaStream example from earlier, this 
would mean that only evaluators whose ethical and moral values resonated with the sug-
gested immorality of the lack of environmental responsibility by PepsiCo and CocaCola 
would perceive a continued acceptance of the legitimacy of PepsiCo and CocaCola as an 
interference in their goal of living in accordance with their values. If the evaluator had no 
ethical or moral concerns about plastic bottles and their distribution’s environmental im-
pact, the evaluator would not find this highlighted behavior by PepsiCo and CocaCola 



 36  

morally troublesome and would thus not have their mental alarm triggered as they did not 
perceive this behavior by the companies as goal-interfering. As such, only the segment of 
evaluators whose ethical and moral values align with the suggested norms contained in the 
vilifying message would be prompted to engage in a reassessment of their legitimacy judg-
ment of PepsiCo and CocaCola. 
Furthermore, because the actual active information gathering and preponderance of facts 
do not occur until the reassessment stage is entered according to Tost’s (2011) theory, this 
could be seen as making it further probable that the proposed social norms will be ac-
cepted as what the evaluator will benchmark their information acquired during the reas-
sessment against.  
 

The reassessment process 

If the vilifying communication has the desired effect of prompting judgment reassessment, 
the evaluator thus enters the reassessment stage where their existing generalized legiti-
macy judgment is investigated with the purpose of figuring out whether it needs to be 
changed, based on new information gathered and processed in this stage, or if the original 
judgment still holds up. Despite the adaption of the defaming organization’s suggested 
social norms, the result of the reassessment is not predetermined, as the critical assess-
ment of new information and the possible weighing of the instrumental, relational and moral 
dimensions can both impact the resulting legitimacy judgment. As the defamation that led 
to the judgment reassessment likely caused the evaluator to adopt the suggested social 
norms, the moral values thus become the baseline against which to evaluate the gathered 
information. The moral legitimacy dimension is therefore likely to weigh heavily on the final, 
reconstituted judgment. Furthermore, it is within the reevaluation of the moral dimension 
that the stigmatization is theorized to be able to occur, which, given the deindividuating 
nature of stigma, would likely have a strong influence on the resulting judgment. Based on 
this it is worth going into further detail with the concept of moral legitimacy judgments, and 
I will thus in the following expand on the conceptualization of the range of possible moral 
legitimacy judgments, as well as theorize on the specific moral judgment of stigmatization. 
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Moral legitimacy judgment 

As stated earlier, I have chosen to align with the continuum view of the relationship between 
illegitimacy and stigma as presented by Hampel and Tracey (2019), yet instead of concep-
tualizing the continuum of moral evaluations as a stand-alone judgment by the evaluator, I 
instead theorize that this continuum of evaluations describe the range of possible evalua-
tions within the moral legitimacy dimension of Tost’s (2011) model. I will, however, adopt a 
slight alteration of the scale as suggested by Ashforth (2019): 

The midpoint of many attitude and perception scales, including Hampel and Tracey’s (2019) 
moral evaluation scale, is said to be indifference or neutrality, where one leans neither to the 
positive/high end nor the negative/low end. But in a complex, dynamic, and equivocal world, 
evaluations often reflect ambivalence rather than indifference or neutrality. […] Ambivalence 
implies mixed cognitions and mixed feelings, not few cognitions and few feelings. (Ashforth, 
2019, p. 27).  

I find this an apt perspective, particularly when integrating Hampel and Tracey's (2019) 
evaluation scale into the wider theory of legitimacy judgments, as the condition for a reas-
sessed generalized legitimacy judgment is the evaluator's effortful engagement in the pro-
cess, which makes ambivalence seem as a more appropriate descriptor than indifference. 
I will, therefore, following this, consider the midpoint of the moral legitimacy judgment in 
Tost's (2011) theory to be ‘ambivalence'. 
While Suchman (1995) mainly dealt with considerations of legitimacy on a macro-level, 
some of his considerations are still of use when investigating individual-level legitimacy 
judgments. For instance, he argued that “moral legitimacy takes one of three forms: eval-
uations of outputs and consequences, evaluations of techniques and procedures, and eval-
uations of categories and structures[…]. A fourth form, evaluations of leaders and repre-
sentatives, is rarer but nonetheless conceptually important” (Suchman, 1995, p. 579). This 
is interesting as these subjects of evaluation can also be considered as outlining what the-
oretically can be the subject of a vilifying message about a competitor. In particular, I would 
estimate that outputs and consequences, techniques and procedures, as well as leaders 
would more likely be targets of vilification compared to categories and structures, as com-
petitors within an organizational field are assumedly unlikely to differ in this regard in a way 
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that could meaningfully be vilified and appeal to evaluators’ moral and ethical values.4 It 
further follows that these subjects of evaluation are also what can then be stigmatized by 
the evaluator if the disapproval is strong enough. 
 

Stigmatization 

As theorized earlier, the desired outcome for the defamer is to get the evaluator to stigma-
tize the defamed organization based on the vilifying communication. Following what was 
just detailed above as the possible targets of vilification, it can be argued that illicit behavior 
within all of these areas (i.e. outputs and consequences, techniques and procedures, and 
leaders) could be considered conduct stigmas, and thus the stigmatization would elicit a 
strong negative response rather than pity from the evaluator, as the stigmatized behavior 
is seen by the evaluator to be under the defamed organization’s control. 
While the difference between illegitimacy and stigmatization can appear as just a matter of 
degree of disapproval according to Hampel and Tracey’s scale (2019), the predominant 
benefit to the defamer can be considered to lie in the difference between the nonindividu-
ating effect of illegitimacy and the deindividuating effect of stigmatization. While this differ-
ence is highlighted by Devers and Mishina (2019) who subscribes to the view that illegiti-
macy and stigma are separate concepts, I find that this aspect it is reconcilable with the 
continuum view, based on the argument that if the evaluator’s disapproval is strong enough 
it could, theoretically, overshadow any other aspects and thus causes deindividuation. If 
the defamer succeeds in getting the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed organization, the 
effect of deindividuation will lead the defamer to disregard any mitigating traits of the de-
famed organization and view the organization on the whole as a being fundamentally and 
deeply flawed in a way that is in opposition to the evaluator’s moral and ethical values, 
which becomes the defining feature for the evaluator. This means, put pointedly, that the 
evaluator shift perception of the defamed organization from “having done immoral things” 
to “being immoral”. This has the interesting effect of influencing the evaluator’s expecta-
tions of future behavior, as there is a distinct difference in what one might expect from 

                                                        
4 I base this on the assumption that as this theory-development pertains to established organizational fields, 
the pressures of institutional isomorphism (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983) would assumedly have caused a high 
similarity in organizational structures between the defamer and the defamed organizations. 
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someone who has done something immoral and someone who is considered to be immoral. 
As such, while the evaluator might be displeased with and opposed to organizational be-
havior, they consider to be illegitimate, they are still able to evaluate the aspects of the 
organization in question in a more nuance compared to the deindividuating effect of stigma. 
Therefore, if the defamer manages to get the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed organi-
zation, the evaluator will not just disapprove more strongly with the vilified behavior, it will 
fundamentally alter the way the evaluator perceives the defamed organization compared 
to if the evaluator found the behavior illegitimate but not stigmatizing. As such, stigmatiza-
tion will cause the evaluator to perceive the transgression of their values as the defining 
feature of the defamed organization. In the example of Microsoft and Google, this would 
mean that if an evaluator found the alleged user privacy invasion in strong enough opposi-
tion to their values for it to lead to stigmatization, the evaluator would change their percep-
tion of Google from a company that had acted in a way the evaluator perceived as immoral, 
to being a fundamentally immoral company, and thus likely to conduct future similar trans-
gressions. 
From the defamer’s point of view, there is thus a strategic benefit in achieving this stigma-
tization by the evaluator, as it results in the evaluator viewing the vilified behavior as the 
defining feature of the defamed organization, which, due to the deindividuation, will then 
determine the outcome of the reassessment of the moral dimension. Essentially, if the eval-
uator’s view of the defamed organization is narrowed to make the vilified behavior the de-
fining feature due to the stigmatization, then the evaluator’s view of this defining feature 
will be the determining factor of the moral legitimacy judgment. 
Alternatively, if the defamer’s attempted stigmatization fails, the defamed’s moral legiti-
macy will be judged by the evaluator in a more nuanced way, as the absence of the dein-
dividuation mechanism allows for the moral legitimacy to be evaluated in the way Tost 
(2011) described it. Given the resonance the vilifying message must have had with the eval-
uator’s morals at the outset in order for the reassessment to be prompted by the contra-
diction, a negative moral evaluation is probable even if stigmatization does not occur, yet, 
in the absence of stigmatization, an ambivalent or positive evaluation is possible if the eval-
uator finds cause for this during the reassessment process. Either way, the adoption of the 
suggested social norms by the evaluator is likely a have a strong influence on the outcome 
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of the reassessment, as the suggested norms essentially dictate the evaluation criteria. As 
such, the ambivalent or positive evaluation, just like the negative or stigmatizing judgment, 
will be founded on these social norms. 
What determines whether the evaluator reaches a moral judgment of illegitimacy or stigma 
is, however, completely dependent on to which degree the vilification aligns with the eval-
uator’s ethical and moral values as they relate to the suggested social norms. While the 
defamer can optimize phrasing and the selection of what to vilify, the final result of the 
moral judgment is dependent on the evaluator. 
 

Forming the new generalized judgment 

While the judgment formation pertaining to the moral, relational and instrumental legitimacy 
dimension respectively can occur simultaneously in the reassessment process, I would 
theorize that the main effort of the evaluator will be directed towards reassessing the moral 
dimension. This is based on how the vilifying communication puts the moral dimension in 
focus through the invoked social norms, and as the possible immorality of the defamed 
organization is thus the core issue to evaluate, it would seem reasonable to assume that 
most of the evaluator's cognitive energy would be directed there. However, any relevant 
aspects that fall within the relational and instrumental dimensions, would also have to be 
effortfully processed before the reassessed generalized judgment can be reached. 
As previously highlighted, the effect of ‘bad is stronger than good’, known to be a widely 
valid concept in psychology (Baumeister et al., 2001, Devers & Mishina, 2019), entails that 
negative cues carry a heavier weight than positive cues for the evaluator when reaching a 
legitimacy judgment. This means that if a moral legitimacy judgment of either ‘illegitimate' 
or ‘stigmatized' is reached, it would not be enough to have an equivalent judgment of ‘le-
gitimate’ of one of the two other dimensions to balance out the moral judgment. Precisely 
how much more there would have to be on the positive (or ‘legitimate’) side compared to 
the negative (‘illegitimate’) side to reach equilibrium is, however, impossible to abstractly 
quantify, as the evaluations in question pertain to subjective judgments of the evaluator. Of 
course, it should be added that the effect is in no way constrained to moral judgments, as 
under other circumstances, where one of the other legitimacy dimensions were the point 
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of focus of the reassessment, the ‘bad is stronger than good’ effect would equally apply. 
However, as moral legitimacy is what is of most interest in regard to vilifying communica-
tion, that is where the effect is emphasized here, and what is seen to form the baseline of 
judgment that the other dimensions would have to counteract in order to make the gener-
alized legitimacy judgment go in the opposite direction of the moral legitimacy judgment. 
Additionally, given this effect of ‘bad is stronger than good’, it could be argued that the 
higher the degree of moral disapproval by the evaluator, the harder it would be for that 
disapproval to be counteracted by the other legitimacy dimensions. Furthermore, it could 
be argued that in the case of stigmatization, the deindividuation that occurs makes it even 
harder for the evaluator to counteract the ‘bad’ of the moral evaluation with anything ‘good’, 
as the defamed organization has been reduced to being defined in the eyes of the evaluator 
by the stigmatized behavior. As such, in the case of stigmatization, both the general ‘bad 
is stronger than good’-effect and the stigma-specific deindividuation can be considered to 
work simultaneously on pulling the generalized judgment towards ‘illegitimate’. It thus fol-
lows, that the higher the moral disapproval, the higher the chance of the evaluator reaching 
a generalized judgment of ‘illegitimate’ also becomes, and that the degree of illegitimacy 
inherent in that judgment is also dependent hereon.  Based on these highlighted mecha-
nisms, it could be argued that that the higher the evaluators' moral disapproval, the more 
‘sticky’ the moral judgment might also become.  
 
Taken together this shows that there is a high likelihood of the reassessment process re-
sulting in the evaluator changing their generalized legitimacy judgment of the defamed or-
ganization to ‘illegitimate’. Both the adopted social norms that underlie the judgment and 
the ‘bad is stronger than good’-effect can be seen as influencing the judgment to lean 
towards ‘illegitimate’, and can thus be seen to work on behalf of the defaming organization, 
to help reach the desired outcome of the evaluator’s reassessment process. Furthermore, 
if the evaluator finds the vilified behavior to be a strong enough transgression of the evalu-
ator’s ethical and moral values to reach stigmatization, the effect of deindividuation is 
added, which further increases the chances of the evaluator reaching the generalized judg-
ment of the defamed to be ‘illegitimate’, and increases the chances of that illegitimacy 
judgment to be strong.  
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It is, however, worth re-emphasizing that relevant aspects pertaining to the relational and 
instrumental dimensions are also weighed when reaching the reassessed generalized judg-
ment, and therefore there can be situations where aspects of those other dimensions out-
weigh the moral legitimacy judgment. For instance, an evaluator who finds the alleged in-
vasion of user privacy by Google immoral might work for an employer who utilizes an array 
of Googles services, including their ad-targeting services. The evaluator would thus be in 
a situation where they would not be able to distance themselves from using Google's prod-
ucts without quitting their job and losing their income, and they might, therefore, end up 
prioritizing the instrumental dimension if the self-interest in having an income outweighs 
their moral concerns. As such, the moral legitimacy judgment of the evaluator might be that 
the behavior of Google is illegitimate or even stigmatizing, but when that is weighed against 
the instrumental benefits of the evaluator's job, the resulting generalized judgment might 
thus be that the evaluator still finds Google ‘legitimate' to some extent (although likely to a 
lesser extent than before the reassessment). This contradiction between the dimensions is 
perhaps the best illustration of the utility of Tost's (2011) theory, as it highlights the com-
plexity evaluators can encounter when reassessing legitimacy judgments. However, re-
gardless of which way the reassessed generalized judgment falls, once it is reached, the 
evaluator reenters the use stage. 
 

Reentering the use stage 

The use stage differs fundamentally from the reassessment stage in the way the evaluator 
approaches new information. As such, once the reassessed generalized judgment is 
reached, the effortful and engaged processing of information pertaining to the contradiction 
that spurred the reassessment is replaced by mental processes that assimilate rather than 
investigate new information. As highlighted earlier, this helps minimize the cognitive energy 
needed for the evaluator to deal with the vast array of information encountered daily, that 
might pertain to a multitude of different legitimacy judgments the evaluator holds. It would, 
essentially, be impossible for an evaluator to function in daily life if all new information en-
countered needed to be thoroughly processed in the way that happens during the judgment 
reassessment process. Instead of the evaluator being paralyzed by thoughtful and 
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reflective information processing, the evaluator instead, during the use stage, relies on the 
generalized legitimacy judgment and assimilates new information to fit with the existing 
judgments that the evaluator holds. As such, once the evaluator has reassessed the gen-
eralized judgment about the defamed organization, this evaluation is maintained through 
assimilation, until the evaluator encounters something else that is strong enough to trigger 
their mental alarm once more and thus prompt a new reassessment process. Given that 
Tost (2011) theorized the three sources that could trigger the evaluator's mental alarm as 
being jolt, contradictions, and reflexivity, taken together with the effects of assimilation, I 
would argue that the bar for what could prompt another reassessment is somewhat high, 
and it is thus likely that the evaluator's resulting generalized judgment of the defamed or-
ganization would prevail for a foreseeable time, once the use stage is reentered.  
Another noteworthy effect in the use stage is the reversal of the causal direction between 
the three dimensions of legitimacy and the generalized judgment, as theorized by Tost 
(2011). This means that once the evaluator has reached the generalized judgment of ‘ille-
gitimate’, this can actually impact how the evaluator views the defamed organization in the 
future in a way where even behavior that has nothing to do with morality will be judged in 
the light of the organization being overall considered by the evaluator to be ‘illegitimate’. 
As such, being found illegitimate based on any of the three dimensions will cause the eval-
uator to view everything about the organization through the lens of the perceived illegiti-
macy.  
While the changes to the intrapersonal dynamics that characterize the use stage are im-
portant, that is however not all that occurs in this stage. Once the reassessed judgment is 
reached, it will be the basis of the evaluator's discursive or nonverbal expressions of that 
judgment (Bitektine, 2011). I theorize that beyond the effect that the reached judgment of 
‘legitimate’ or ‘illegitimate’ will have on those discursive and nonverbal expressions, the 
strength of the judgment of ‘illegitimate’ will also be of influence. As such, the evaluator 
might talk to more people about their perception of the organization, or use harsher words, 
if they had reached a strong illegitimacy judgment versus one that bordered on ambiva-
lence. This influence on the evaluator’s behavior is of high strategic value to the defaming 
organization, as the more illegitimate the evaluator found the defamed organization, the 
more beneficial the way the evaluator will communicate and behave towards the defamed 
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organization will be for the defaming organization. If the evaluator stigmatized the defamed 
organization during the reassessment stage, the evaluator could be thought to likely be 
motivated to engage in actions ranging from political protest against the defamed (including 
the use of social media), advocating boycotts, to lobbying for legislation concerning the 
vilified behavior. Yet, even if the evaluator was not led to those types of action actions, they 
might choose to be vocal about the perceived illegitimacy of the defamed organization in 
communications with family and friends, or avoid supporting the defamed organization in 
other ways (including avoiding making purchases of the defamed organization’s products 
or services). All of these changes in the behavior of the evaluator can be seen to be of 
strategic value to the defamer as it both dissuades the evaluator from becoming a customer 
of the defamed organization and it contributes to raising societal awareness about the de-
famed organization that might trigger other evaluators mental alarm, and lead them to re-
assess their judgment of the legitimacy of the defamed organization. For instance, So-
daStream’s ad vilifying PepsiCo and CocaCola might cause an evaluator who had reas-
sessed them to be illegitimate to express that judgment in a variety of way, for example 
changing their behavior to no longer buying bottled sodas or only buying sodas in glass 
bottles, deciding to boycott all products from the defamed organizations, sharing the de-
faming ad on social media and communicating their moral opposition about the defamed 
to other stakeholders, or advocating for others to boycott the organizations as well. On the 
whole, this shows that the impact of stigmatization on the evaluator’s generalized judgment 
reassessment could be of strategic benefit to the defaming organization because of the 
altered behavior of the evaluator towards the defamed organization. Yet, even if stigmati-
zation was not achieved, any judgment by the evaluator that falls on the ‘illegitimate’ side 
of the spectrum of judgments would be assumed to have an impact on the evaluator’s 
behavior towards the defamed organization.  
While milder forms of perceived illegitimacy might not motivate the evaluator to take time-
consuming actions along the lines of protesting, it could likely still have a behavioral impact. 
The business strategy literature considers the “cluster of physical goods, services or addi-
tional attributes” (De Wit, 2017, p. 179) to comprise the ‘value proposition’ that is offered 
to the consumer, and the fit between value proposition and the consumer’s needs is what 
determines if the transaction takes place (De Wit, 2017). Based on this, I would argue that 
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the evaluator’s perception of an organization’s legitimacy is a part of that value proposition, 
and that the evaluator’s illegitimacy judgment would, therefore, impact whether or not the 
evaluator found the value proposition of the defamed to fit with their needs, and would thus 
likely cause the evaluator to choose a competitor over the defamed organization if a better 
fit could be found elsewhere on the market. 
Taken together, this means that there is a variety of potential strategic benefits to be 
achieved for the defaming organization if it is successful in prompting a reassessment of 
the evaluator's legitimacy judgment of the defamed organization, and this reassessment 
results in the evaluator finding the defamed organization to be illegitimate. Yet one area 
that has until now remained untouched is the impact of the defamation on the defaming 
organization’s own legitimacy. 
 

Impact on the defaming organization’s legitimacy 

While the emphasis up until this point has been on the impact the reassessment has had 
on the defamed organization, it is now time to investigate how the defamed organization’s 
legitimacy can be seen as being simultaneously impacted by the evaluator’s judgment. 
The theorization of a legitimacy impact for the defamer as a derived effect of the reassess-
ment process prompted by the vilifying message is based on two aspects. 
Firstly, because the evaluator’s perception of what constitutes legitimate and illegitimate 
behavior is subjective, and the evaluator’s judgments fall along a spectrum rather than in 
binary categories, the defamer can achieve a net gain of legitimacy compared to the de-
famed, if the evaluator judges the defamed organization less favorably after the reassess-
ment than before it. This is valid both if the defamed’s legitimacy remains on the ‘legitimate’ 
side of the spectrum after the reassessment, but is down-adjusted by the evaluator to be 
a lesser degree of legitimate than before, as well as if the defamed’s legitimacy is judged 
to be a degree of ‘illegitimate’ following the reassessment. As follows from this, if the de-
famer’s legitimacy by-and-large remains the same, the net benefit increases the more ille-
gitimate the evaluator finds the defamed organization after the reassessment. The benefit 
of this for the defamer thus lies in a strategic advantage over the defamed organization, as 
the evaluators in question are assumed to be consumers or potential consumers, who will 
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thus in the future take the reassessed judgment of the defamed into account when deciding 
which organization within the organizational field that offers them the value proposition that 
best fits with their needs. Of course, it also follows from this, that if the vilification fails, and 
the evaluator ends up finding the defamed organization more legitimate than before the 
reassessment, the defamer would incur a net loss of legitimacy, and would have brought a 
strategic disadvantage upon themselves instead. 
Secondly, as the extent and scope of the reassessment process are at the discretion of the 
evaluator, there is thus nothing inherent in the mechanisms of the process that forces the 
evaluator to solely consider the defamed organization's legitimacy during the reassessment 
stage. I will, therefore, argue that a core function of the vilifying communication is to afford 
the defaming organization the ‘moral high-ground' by pointing out to the evaluator that the 
defamer is not conducting the vilified behavior that the defamed is conducting. This can be 
considered as a way for the defamer to argue to the evaluator that, based on the social 
norms that are inherently suggested in the communication, not only should the defamed 
organization be seen as illegitimate, but on the basis of those same norms the defamer 
should simultaneously remain judged as legitimate. As such, this can be seen as the de-
famer making the case to the evaluator for both the scope of the reassessment as well as 
which social norms it should be based on. Furthermore, depending on how much energy 
the evaluator had previously put into judging the legitimacy of the defamer, it might even 
increase the strength of that legitimacy judgment, if the evaluator had previously only based 
a passive judgment on validity cues, and now has a more substantive reasoning for why 
the defamer is legitimate. Yet the evaluator’s acceptance of this suggested scope is not a 
given, and the boundaries of what is up for reassessment might be fluid once the process 
is begun, influenced by the information the defamer finds out, and how the defamer recons 
with it. As such, the evaluator might look into relevant information on both the defamed, 
the defamer, and their industry on the whole, in order to form the basis of the reassessed 
judgment. Additionally, the previous point on net gains to the defamer’s legitimacy is also 
applicable if the defamer’s legitimacy is also reassessed, as a net gain will be present as 
long as the defamed is still seen as more legitimate than the defamed, and there is an 
increase in the difference in the evaluator’s legitimacy judgments of the two. 
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Taken together this means that the defamer’s legitimacy can be influenced in two ways by 
the reassessment process. Firstly, it can be impacted by achieving a net gain or loss of 
legitimacy compared to the defamed organization, depending on the outcome of the eval-
uator's judgment reassessment of the defamed organization. Secondly, the defamer's le-
gitimacy can be reassessed by the evaluator, along with the legitimacy of the defamed 
organization, which can result in the defamer either acquiring or losing legitimacy compared 
to the evaluator's previous judgment of the defamer. In this case, the perspective of a net 
gain or loss of legitimacy is equally applicable, as the only difference is that instead of only 
one potentially changing variable (i.e. the defamed's legitimacy) there are in this case two 
possible changing variables (i.e. both the defamer's and the defamed's legitimacy). 
What follows from this is an understanding of why succeeding in getting the evaluator to 
stigmatize the defamed organization is the most advantageous outcome for the defamer, 
as this gives them the best chances of acquiring the largest possible net gain of legitimacy 
compared to the defamed. Yet it also highlights that even if stigmatization does not occur, 
there is still an achievable benefit for the defamer. It is thus not an all-or-nothing situation, 
where the legitimacy gain can only be achieved under the condition of stigmatization, in-
stead, stigmatization presents only one of a range of possible beneficial outcomes for the 
defamer. There are however complicating factors that can interfere with to which extent the 
potential legitimacy benefit to the defamer can be actualized. 
 

The extent of legitimacy benefit to defamer 

Having explicated above how the expanded theory can lead to a legitimacy gain for the 
defaming organization, I now proceed to account for the factors that can determine to what 
extent the defamer's legitimacy could be impacted as a result of the vilifying communica-
tion about the defamed competitor. 
The first factor that can influence the extent of the impact on the defamer's legitimacy is 
the chosen social norms the vilifying communication align with in order to frame the de-
famed's alleged moral transgression. If a controversial social norm is invoked, then the 
defamer risks backlash from those who have a strong opposing opinion to the opinion the 
defamer frames as the “moral” opinion, sparking a potential reassessment process by the 
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opposing evaluators that might result in stigmatization of the defamer rather than the de-
famed, and might thus end up benefiting the defamed. Yet even if a non-controversial so-
cial norm is invoked, the triggering of the mental alarm by the contradiction in institutional 
logics is contingent on the evaluator perceiving the immorality as goal-interfering and it is 
possible that some evaluators boundaries for when perceived immorality of organizations 
constitute goal-interference are higher than for others. This would mean that even if a 
widely accepted social norm is used, it might only be a subset of the evaluators that receive 
the defamatory message for who would it would constitute goal-interference and thus have 
their mental alarm triggered. 
A second factor is that as the defamer and the defamed are market rivals, there will likely 
be a segment of evaluators who will consider the vilifying communication as a cynical stra-
tegic attempt to hurt a rival and will thus discount the message altogether, without having 
any doubt sowed about its potential truthfulness. As the perceived cynicism is connected 
to the defamed organization’s self-interest as a for-profit entity, it can be difficult to coun-
teract, as the defamer does have a strategic and financial interest in hurting the defamed 
organization. As such, there is likely a segment of evaluators whose legitimacy judgment 
cannot be affected by defamation. 
A third factor is that the defamer can only attempt to prompt the evaluator to begin the 
reassessment process, the defamer has no control over exactly what and how the evaluator 
reassesses the judgment if the reassessment is successfully prompted. As such, while the 
defamer can attempt to exert some control over the focus of the reassessment through the 
phrasing of the vilifying communication, it is at the evaluator’s discretion to change or 
broaden that focus if it is deemed appropriate or useful to the reassessment process. This 
means that if the defamer has committed similar but not identical moral transgressions (e.g. 
Microsoft violating user privacy in other areas than users emails) the evaluator might learn 
this during the reassessment process, which could result in both the defamer and the de-
famed being stigmatized and/or found to be illegitimate. The defamer is thus not “immune” 
to scrutiny just because they raised the possible issue of a moral transgression by the 
defamed, as the control over the reassessment process lies with the evaluator. Of course, 
if the defamer has committed not just similar but identical transgressions, the chances of 
stigmatization and/or an illegitimacy judgment would likely increase, as the defamer would 
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have then both committed the same moral transgression as the defamed, and would further 
have been untruthful in claiming that they occupied high moral ground than the defamed 
by claiming to be against the alleged moral transgression, which, in itself would likely be 
seen by many as an additional, and perhaps even worse, moral transgression, since the 
defamer thus attempted to gain a legitimacy benefit by lying.  
Along the same lines, evaluators are possibly also likely to take perceived misleading ex-
aggeration by the defamer of the alleged transgression as something akin but perhaps not 
quite as severe as a lie. For instance, if the evaluator found out during their judgment reas-
sessment that it was not a general practice that Google scanned the users emails for key-
words they could base targeted ads on, they only had a test program running that included 
a thousand users who had opted in to do beta testing on optimization of the Gmail platform, 
the evaluator might find the generalizing assertions in the vilifying communication to be a 
misleading exaggeration. The difference between an exaggeration and a lie would thus be 
that there is a factual core to the exaggeration (e.g. Google was, in fact, scanning some 
users emails without explicit their permission, because they had only given a generalized 
permission to test new features, not explicitly opted in to having their emails scanned for 
keywords) but the facts are exaggerated and generalized, as opposed to the lie which is 
fully false (e.g. Google had never scanned any users emails for keywords they could use to 
target ads to the users). Furthermore, exaggeration might also have the effect that it sets 
the bar for the evaluator's expectation of what they might find out about the defamed or-
ganization during the reassessment process, which can lead the evaluator to assess that 
what they discover is "not that bad" compared to the exaggeration that the defamer 
claimed was the truth. Exaggeration can thus have the opposite effect of what the defamer 
desired, as behavior that the evaluator might under other circumstances find to be illegiti-
mate seems less troublesome compared to the expectations that the defamer set through 
the vilification. Yet given that the moral legitimacy judgment is still based on the suggested 
social norms, the result of the evaluation of the defamed might still end up as ‘illegitimate', 
however, it the strength of that judgment might have been higher if the defamer had not 
exaggerated the alleged immoral conduct. 
A matter underlying all of the factors above is the question of how many evaluators who 
are receptive to the theorized prompting of the reassessment of their legitimacy judgments. 
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As such, perhaps the most influential factor concerning to which extend the legitimacy of 
the defamer can be impacted is how many evaluators the defamation actually works on in 
the way the defamer desired. I recognize that the answer to this is contingent on the spe-
cifics of any given attempt by an organization to defame a competitor through vilification, 
and as such only a generalized assertion of the possible limitation can be made here. But I 
do find it worth noting that while the mechanisms of the reassessment stage appear to 
generally work in favor of the defamer's desired outcome, it might overall only be a small 
subset of consumers whom the defamer can influence via vilification, and thus an equally 
small legitimacy benefit that can be gained through this strategy.5 
Taken together, there are a variety of factors that can influence to which extend the legiti-
macy of the defaming organization will be impacted by the evaluator’s reassessment of 
their generalized legitimacy judgment. And further, the extent to which the defamer suc-
ceeds in prompting evaluators reassessment is also a constraint on how large an impact 
to the defamer’s legitimacy can be achieved.  

  

                                                        
5 This assertion is confined to the aggregated micro-level effects, i.e. the sum of the changed legitimacy 
judgments of the defamer. I recognize that there could be derived macro-level effects, for instance as theo-
rized by Bitektine and Haack (2015), that would be larger than the aggregated micro-level effects. 
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Discussion and conclusion 

This thesis has presented interorganizational defamation in the form of ‘vilification’ as a 
possible way for the defaming organization to influence an evaluator’s legitimacy judgment 
of the defamed organization. Additionally, stigmatization was introduced into the literature 
of individual-level legitimacy judgments by theorizing it as the strongest form of moral ille-
gitimacy on a spectrum of possible judgments within the dimension of moral legitimacy. 
Based on this it was theorized that interorganizational defamation can benefit the legitimacy 
of the defaming organization if it succeeds in prompting evaluators to reassess the de-
famed organization as ‘illegitimate’, resulting in a relative gain in legitimacy for the defaming 
organization. Furthermore, as the scope of the judgment reassessment was recognized to 
be at the discretion of the evaluator, the possibility of the vilification prompting a reassess-
ment of both the defamer and the defamed’s legitimacy was also theorized. Under this 
condition, the possible gain in legitimacy is also seen as a relative gain compared to the 
defamed organization. Additionally, the factors of divisiveness of the vilification, perceived 
lack of goal-interference by evaluators, cynicism ascribed to defamer, discovered trans-
gressions of defamer, and evaluators’ lack of receptiveness to reassessment prompting, 
were all theorized to be potentially limiting to the extent of the legitimacy benefit the de-
famer could achieve. 
 
The expansion of the model of individual-level legitimacy judgments contributes to the lit-
erature by providing a framework for understanding how interorganizational defamatory 
statements can influence the evaluator’s legitimacy judgment of both the defamer and the 
defamed organizations. The influence of morality-invoking communications was not ac-
counted for in the existing model, so by framing defamation as a potential trigger for the 
evaluator’s mental alarm due to the contradiction in institutional logics the invoked morality 
could highlight, the applicability of the existing model was expanded. The expanded model 
was, however, not able to offer a general answer to how large or small an amount of eval-
uators who would be receptive to this form of prompting of their mental alarm, as this was 
estimated to be contingent on the specific defamatory message. The overall utility of def-
amation as a mean to gain legitimacy, compared to alternative strategies for gaining legiti-
macy, thus remains unclear. 
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An additional contribution to the literature was the introduction of a scale of individual-level 
moral legitimacy judgments that encompasses stigmatization. This aided in the nuancing 
of the existing model by showing how, under the condition of stigmatization, the weighing 
of the three dimensions of legitimacy would arguably be skewed towards the moral dimen-
sion, due to the effect of deindividuation of the defamed organization. The existing literature 
turns on the assumption that an effortful reassessment of relevant aspects is conducted, 
yet introducing stigmatization into the reassessment process suggests that there might be 
circumstances where an extreme judgment on the moral dimension fundamentally influ-
ences the perception of the defamed organization in a way that also impacts the two other 
legitimacy dimensions. The model expansion did not, however, investigate whether there 
might exist other such factors that could have the same skewing effect in the reassessment, 
so it is unknown whether this theorized effect of stigma is a unique occurrence, or if stigma 
is just one of several such factors with the potential ability to influence the reassessment 
of individual-level legitimacy judgments. 
 
Finally, a contribution to the legitimacy literature has been made by furthering the theoriza-
tion of the relational aspect of legitimacy judgments. By anchoring the legitimacy judg-
ments in the evaluator's subjective perception of the judged entities, it enables the framing 
of legitimacy as a relative concept as opposed to a generalized macro-level concept. This 
conceptualization could be of value to companies, as it frames legitimacy in the same rel-
ative terms as they might perceive other social judgments like status or reputation in. In 
this way, it frames strategic attacks on competitors' legitimacy as a mean to advance their 
own relative legitimacy and thereby advance their position in the market, based on the 
assumption that perceived legitimacy is part of the value proposition consumers evaluate 
when making purchasing decisions. The relative weight the consumers would afford to le-
gitimacy compared to more tangible aspects of the value proposition like price, technical 
specification or aesthetics is however still unexplored. As such, the strategic utility of legit-
imacy gains via interorganizational defamation compared to other market positioning strat-
egies is as of yet unknown. 
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Overall, this thesis offered a view of interorganizational defamation as a possible organiza-
tional strategy for gaining legitimacy relative to the defamed competitor. The defamation 
was theorized to be able to prompt the individual evaluator's reassessment of legitimacy 
judgments, which could result in the evaluator finding the defamed organization less legit-
imate than the defaming organization, thus achieving a relative gain in legitimacy for the 
defaming organization compared to the defamed. Furthermore, stigmatization was intro-
duced as a possible moral legitimacy judgment and was theorized to make it probable that 
the moral dimension was weighed the heaviest in the reassessed generalized legitimacy 
judgment. Based on this, successfully getting the evaluator to stigmatize the defamed or-
ganization via the defamatory communication was theorized to be the condition under 
which the largest relative legitimacy gain could be achieved by the defaming organization. 
Additionally, the extent of the legitimacy benefit the defaming organization could achieve 
was theorized to be influenced by the factors of divisiveness of the vilification, perceived 
lack of goal-interference by evaluators, cynicism ascribed to defamer, discovered trans-
gressions of defamer, and evaluators' lack of receptiveness to the prompting of judgment 
reassessment. 
 

Future research directions 

Expanding the defamation literature 

The theory as presented here opens up for several avenues of further investigation that 
could contribute to the organizational literature.  
Firstly, as ‘vilification’ is just one of several interorganizational defamation strategies iden-
tified by Mohamed and Gardner (2004), an exploration of how the other defamation strate-
gies they identified might relate to the legitimacy literature could offer valuable insight into 
what mechanisms the other defamation strategies utilize, and how similar or different that 
might be to the mechanisms utilized by vilification, as explicated here. Additionally, as Mo-
hamed and Gardner’s (2004) work was limited to the interorganizational defamation adju-
dicated in U.S. court cases between 1964 and 1998, there might exist other varieties of 
interorganizational defamation that is particular to digital communication via social media, 
which would not have been covered, since they would have arisen after the latest year 
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included in this research. Furthermore, there might exist additional, perhaps less severe 
variations of interorganizational defamatory behavior that, while they could be considered 
as defamation, perhaps would not rise to the level of severity needed to file a legal defa-
mation case. As such both an update of Mohamed and Gardner’s (2004) original piece, 
processing the U.S. defamation court cases from 1999 to present, in order to investigate 
whether new forms of interorganizational defamation has arisen, as well as a widening of 
the empirical focus to extend beyond court cases, in order to potentially find other varia-
tions of interorganizational defamation, could be fruitful avenues for future research. 
An adjacent area that might also be ripe for investigation are examples where the target of 
defamation is more diffuse than a named competitor. A relevant topic for investigation un-
der this conceptualization of defamation could, for instance, be the vilification of certain 
ingredients like parabens and sulfates that occurs within the beauty industry. While the 
target of the vilification is, in this case, a general practice rather than the behavior of a 
named competitor, it appears that the same mechanisms of the expanded model individ-
ual-level legitimacy judgments might apply. Furthermore, as messages of for instance 
"paraben free" can be printed on the defamer's products themselves (unlike defamatory 
communication that singles out the defamed by name), the defamer might then have the 
potential to have a broader reach with their message, than if the defamation was a com-
municative action separate from the communication on their products. As such, this form 
of defamation might have a more substantial impact simply due to the possible reach. An-
other related topic to this is defamation of organizations that are not direct competitors to 
the defaming actor, but whose legitimacy might be related in other ways to the defamer, 
for instance geographically (e.g. organizations in red-light districts who provide products 
and services non-related to prostitution). A theoretical legitimacy gain through defamation 
could also be considered possible in such instances, yet the mechanisms to achieve it 
might differ, as the relational aspect of legitimacy in such instances might not come down 
to a simple "net-gain" rationale due to fundamental differences of organizational fields and 
other factors that were considered to be equal between defamer and defamed in the ex-
panded model developed here. As such, further conceptual development of the proposed 
extended model would be needed in order for it to be utilized to explain the mechanisms 
involved in these proposed kinds of defamation. 
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The effects of institutional decoupling 

Another area of relevant research is what organizational steps the defamed organization 
can take to protect themselves against the possible defamation. One topic of interest would 
be any institutional decoupling the defamed organization engages in pertaining to the al-
leged immoral behavior, as decoupling can increase the organizational opaqueness for the 
evaluator, and thus make it more difficult for the evaluator to get the alleged immoral be-
havior confirmed to an extent that would be satisfactory, and could be the basis of the 
change in judgment to ‘illegitimate’. This is particularly relevant for interorganizational def-
amation as the defamer is likely assumed by the evaluator to be biased in their presentation 
of the alleged immoral behavior. It is thus likely that the evaluator will seek corroboration 
from other sources, yet decoupling might have aided in obscuring the information on the 
defamed behavior, making it difficult to discover for both the evaluator and other stake-
holders. However, the downside to decoupling, if it is discovered by the evaluator, could 
be that the evaluator found the decoupling behavior disingenuous and as such the evalua-
tor might see it further grounds for an illegitimacy judgment. Research into decoupling, as 
seen from the standpoint of individual-level legitimacy judgment, might thus illuminate un-
der which conditions decoupling might be beneficial when protecting the organization 
against interorganizational defamation, and under which conditions it might have a dam-
aging effect on the outcome of the evaluator’s legitimacy judgments of the defamed organ-
ization. 
 

The influence of feelings on individual-level legitimacy judgments 

A third area that presents fruitful possibilities for future research is the explication of what 
role the evaluator’s feelings might have on the outlined model of individual-level legitimacy 
judgments. While the impact of feelings on legitimacy is recognized in a subset of the le-
gitimacy literature (see e.g. Haack, Pharrer & Scherer, 2014; Huy, Corley & Kraatz, 2014), 
the possible impact of feelings on individual-level legitimacy judgments have not yet been 
explored by the literature. Given the strong feelings, stigmatization is known to elicit, I find 
the role of emotions in legitimacy judgments to be a particularly relevant avenue for further 
research, following this paper's introduction of the concept of stigmatization into the 
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individual-level legitimacy judgment literature. Additionally, it could further be of interest to 
look into whether stigmatization occurring within the moral legitimacy dimension, as theo-
rized here, could impact other social judgments beyond legitimacy, for instance, the social 
judgments of status and reputation which Bitektine (2011) theorized to be interconnected 
with the evaluator's legitimacy judgment. 
Relatedly, further research into “bad is stronger than good”-effect highlighted by Baumeis-
ter et al. (2001) could investigate whether the deindividuating effects of stigmatization might 
increase the weight the evaluator affords to the negative information about the defamed 
organization compared to conditions where stigmatization is absent. 

 

Macro-level effects of defamation and stigmatization 

A final avenue for further research worth highlighting is the investigation of what impact the 
theorized individual-level results of defamation could have on the macro-level, following 
the multi-level theorization by Bitektine and Haack (2015). Acknowledging this multi-level 
perspective could add value to the expanded model of individual-level legitimacy judg-
ments above, as the multi-level mechanisms it outlines means that the legitimacy benefits 
to the defamer as described in the expanded model cannot just be aggregated into a sum 
of total legitimacy gains that would then describe the macro-level impact on the defamer's 
legitimacy. Instead, Bitektine and Haack’s (2015) theory highlights that there are distinct 
inter-level mechanisms that would have to be taken into account in order to be able to 
theorize on the macro-level effects of interorganizational defamation. Further research into 
this topic could thus add an additional layer of understanding of the impact of interorgani-
zational defamation on legitimacy. 
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