


Mediating Municipal Reputation: A Critical Analysis of Media Representation and Community Perceptions in Amahlathi Local Municipality, South Africa

Abstract
This study examines the dynamic relationship between media representation and community perceptions in shaping the reputation of local government. Focusing on Amahlathi Local Municipality in South Africa, this research investigates how media reports reflect the opinions and experiences of community members, influencing the municipality's reputation. Using a qualitative content analysis approach, this study analysed community feedback to identify patterns and themes in media representation. Underpinned by the Stakeholder Theory, Reputation Management Frameworks, and Social Exchange Theory. The study has implications for proactive reputation management, community engagement, transparency, and collaborative media relations. The findings suggest that media reports often prioritise negative narratives, perpetuating a negative reputation of the municipality. Conversely, community members expressed concerns about service delivery, accountability, and transparency. The study contributes to the existing literature on reputation management in local government, highlighting the significance of media-community dynamics in shaping municipal reputation. The research underscores the need for proactive reputation management strategies, emphasizing community engagement, transparency, and collaborative media relations.	Comment by Auteur: ???	Comment by Auteur: What is the methodology?
Research design
Participants
Data collection tools
Data analysis 
Key terms: Reputation Management, Local Government, Media Representation, Community Perceptions, Municipal Governance, South African Context, Public Administration.	Comment by Auteur: Keywords 	Comment by Auteur: Too much. Reduce it.

1. Introduction and background
The management of reputation has become a critical concern for local governments globally, as a positive reputation is essential for maintaining public trust, attracting investment, and ensuring effective governance (Weraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). In South Africa, local governments face unique challenges in managing their reputation, given the country's complex socio-political landscape and historical legacies (Mbeki, 2004). The Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM), located in the Eastern Cape Province, South Africa, is no exception. This study seeks to explore the dynamic relationship between media representation and community perceptions in shaping ALM's reputation.
Research has shown that reputation is influenced by various factors, including media representation, community engagement, service delivery, and transparency (Fombrun & van Riel, 2004; Walker, 2010). The media plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of local government reputation (Wright & Hinson, 2010). Media representation can either enhance or damage a municipality's reputation, influencing public trust and confidence (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). In the South African context, local governments face significant reputation challenges due to inadequate service delivery, corruption, and lack of accountability (Mbeki, 2004; South African Local Government Association, 2019).
Despite the significance of reputation management in local government, there is a dearth of research on this topic in the South African context (Kganyago & Ncube, 2019). Existing studies focus primarily on national or provincial governments, neglecting the unique challenges faced by local governments (Weraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). This study addresses this research gap by exploring the key factors influencing ALM's reputation and developing sustainable reputation management strategies. By examining the interplay between media representation and community perceptions, this study aims to contribute to the theoretical and practical understanding of reputation management in local government contexts.
Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) provides a useful framework for understanding the complex relationships between stakeholders, media, and municipal reputation. This theory posits that organizations must consider the interests and expectations of various stakeholder groups to maintain a positive reputation. Reputation management frameworks (Fombrun & van Riel, 2004) also emphasise the importance of building strong relationships with stakeholders, managing communications, and maintaining transparency and accountability. Social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976) further highlights the reciprocal nature of relationships between stakeholders and organizations, influencing reputation and trust.
The South African context presents unique challenges for reputation management in local government. The country's historical legacies, including apartheid and colonialism, have contributed to ongoing social and economic inequalities (Mbeki, 2004). Local governments must navigate these complexities while delivering essential services and promoting economic development. The King IV Report (Institute of Directors in Southern Africa, 2016) emphasizes the importance of reputation management in the public sector, highlighting the need for transparency, accountability, and stakeholder engagement.
This study employs a qualitative content analysis approach to examine media reports and community feedback. The study's findings will contribute to the development of sustainable reputation management strategies for ALM and inform theoretical and practical understanding of reputation management in local government contexts. Thus, addressing the research gap in this field, this study aims to provide valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and scholars.
Theoretical and Practical Contributions
Theoretically, this research integrates stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2010), reputation management frameworks (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004), and social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976) to provide a comprehensive framework for analyzing Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation dynamics. By doing so, this study addresses the limitations of existing literature, which often focuses on single theoretical perspectives (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). This integrated approach provides a nuanced understanding of the complex relationships between stakeholders, reputation, and social exchange.
However, existing literature has been criticized for its narrow focus on organizational perspectives, neglecting the voices of local communities and stakeholders (Qaba, 2024). This study addresses this gap by adopting a bottom-up approach, prioritizing the experiences and perceptions of ALM stakeholders. Moreover, this research challenges the universality of Western theoretical frameworks, advocating for context-specific approaches tailored to the South African context (Sithole, 2021). By incorporating indigenous knowledge and local perspectives, this study contributes to the development of decolonized reputation management frameworks.
Practically, this study informs the development of sustainable reputation management strategies for ALM, enhancing its reputation and effectiveness. The findings provide actionable recommendations for local government officials, policymakers, and stakeholders seeking to improve reputation management practices.
Specifically, this research highlights the importance of:
· Stakeholder engagement and participatory governance.
· Integrated communication strategies.
· Performance measurement and accountability.
· Social media management and online reputation.
· 

2. Literature Review Overview 
The reputation of local municipalities, such as Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM), is influenced by a complex interplay of factors, including stakeholder relationships, media representation, and community perceptions (Weraas and Byrkjeflot, 2012). This literature review examines the key themes and theoretical underpinnings relevant to understanding ALM's reputation dynamics.
Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
Reputation dynamics in local governance is a multifaceted concept that has garnered significant attention from scholars globally. In South Africa, researchers such as Nondumiso Alice Sithole have emphasized the importance of effective human resources systems in municipalities to foster positive reputation and deliver on developmental objectives ¹. Sithole's work highlights the challenges faced by local governments, including inadequate resource allocation, corruption, and mismanagement, which can negatively impact reputation.
Internationally, scholars like Freeman (1984) and Mitchell et al. (1997) have underscored the significance of stakeholder relationships in shaping organizational reputation. In the context of local governance, stakeholders include community members, media, businesses, and government officials (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial for building trust and fostering positive reputation. Participatory governance has been shown to enhance municipal reputation by increasing transparency and accountability (Qaba, 2024). A study by Walker (2010) found that community involvement in decision-making processes contributes to improved service delivery and reputation.
Research highlights the significance of stakeholder relationships in shaping organizational reputation (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholder theory emphasizes the importance of considering the interests and claims of various stakeholders in reputation management (Mitchell et al., 1997). In the context of local governance, stakeholders include community members, media, businesses, and government officials (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019).
Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial for building trust and fostering positive reputation. Participatory governance has been shown to enhance municipal reputation by increasing transparency and accountability (Qaba, 2024). A study by Walker (2010) found that community involvement in decision-making processes contributes to improved service delivery and reputation.
Key Factors Influencing Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
· Human Capital Development: Adequate human resources systems and effective performance management are critical for municipal reputation (Sithole, 2021).
· Stakeholder Engagement: Community involvement and participatory governance enhance transparency, accountability, and reputation (Qaba, 2024; Walker, 2010).
· Resource Allocation: Inadequate resource allocation can negatively impact municipal reputation (Sithole, 2021).
· Corruption and Mismanagement: Corruption and mismanagement can erode trust and reputation in local government (Beyers, 2016).
· Leadership Commitment: Strong leadership commitment is essential for effective governance and reputation (Du Plessis, 2016).
Stakeholder Engagement and Participation
Stakeholder engagement is a vital component of effective governance in local governments, particularly in the South African context. Research has consistently shown that stakeholder engagement strategies are essential for building positive relationships with community members and other stakeholders (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004; Bryson, 2004). In South Africa, scholars like Nondumiso Alice Sithole emphasize the importance of integrated development plans (IDPs) in promoting stakeholder engagement and participatory governance (Sithole, 2021). IDPs provide a framework for coordinating local government efforts with community needs, fostering transparency and accountability.
Effective stakeholder engagement requires regular and transparent communication channels between local government and stakeholders (Bryson, 2004). This can be achieved through public meetings, forums, and other participatory mechanisms that involve stakeholders in decision-making processes (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004). Furthermore, building partnerships with community organizations and businesses can leverage resources and expertise, enhancing stakeholder engagement (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). However, challenges persist, including inadequate resources, corruption, and mismanagement (Beyers, 2016).
Developing the skills and knowledge of local government officials is also critical for effective stakeholder engagement. Capacity building initiatives can enhance the ability of local governments to engage with stakeholders, promote developmental objectives, and improve service delivery (Pham, 2012). According to Kganyago and Ncube (2019), reputation management in local government is closely tied to effective stakeholder engagement. Therefore, local governments in South Africa must prioritize stakeholder engagement to promote developmental objectives and improve governance.
Transparency, Accountability, and Performance
Transparency, accountability, and performance are pivotal factors shaping the reputation of local governments, including Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM). According to Fombrun and van Riel (2004), these factors significantly influence reputation, while reputation management frameworks underscore their importance in building and maintaining a positive reputation (Walker, 2010). Social exchange theory further highlights the reciprocal relationships between stakeholders and ALM, influencing reputation and trust (Emerson, 1976).
In the South African context, scholars like Nondumiso Alice Sithole emphasize the importance of transparency and accountability in local government (Sithole, 2021). Effective transparency mechanisms, such as regular reporting and public access to information, foster trust and credibility (Beyers, 2016). Accountability mechanisms, including audits and oversight bodies, ensure that local governments are answerable to stakeholders (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Similarly, African scholars like Oladele (2017) highlight the significance of performance measurement in local government reputation.
Internationally, researchers like John Bryson (2004) and Robert Behn (2003) emphasize the importance of performance-based accountability in public sector organizations. In South Africa, the Municipal Finance Management Act (2003) and the Public Finance Management Act (1999) provide a regulatory framework for transparency and accountability in local government (Du Plessis, 2016). However, challenges persist, including inadequate capacity, corruption, and mismanagement (Pham, 2012). Addressing these challenges requires sustained commitment to transparency, accountability, and performance excellence.
Furthermore, effective leadership is critical in promoting transparency, accountability, and performance in local government. According to Du Plessis (2016), capable and committed leadership is essential for driving developmental objectives and promoting good governance. Similarly, researchers like Maser and Cooper (2000) highlight the importance of ethical leadership in fostering a culture of transparency and accountability.
In addition, stakeholder engagement and participation are vital in ensuring transparency, accountability, and performance in local government. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) emphasizes the importance of participatory governance in promoting transparency and accountability. By engaging stakeholders and promoting participatory governance, local governments can foster trust, credibility, and a positive reputation.
The interplay between transparency, accountability, performance, leadership, and stakeholder engagement is critical in shaping ALM's reputation. As noted by Fombrun and van Riel (2004), reputation is influenced by stakeholder perceptions of an organization's ability to deliver on its promises. In local government, this means delivering quality services, managing resources effectively, and promoting participatory governance (Walker, 2010). By prioritizing transparency, accountability, performance, effective leadership, and stakeholder engagement, ALM can foster a positive reputation, build trust with stakeholders, and promote developmental objectives.
Media Representation and Reputation
Media representation significantly influences public perceptions of local government reputation, as noted by Wright and Hinson (2010). Research by Coombs and Holladay (2010) further highlights that media coverage can either bolster or tarnish a municipality's reputation. However, managing media representation in local government contexts poses challenges, as observed by Kganyago and Ncube (2019). In the South African context, scholars like Nondumiso Sithole emphasize the impact of media representation on local government reputation, particularly in the context of coalition governments.
Effective media management is crucial for local governments to maintain a positive reputation. According to Du Plessis (2016), capable and committed leadership is essential for driving developmental objectives and promoting good governance in South African local governments. Similarly, researchers like Maser and Cooper (2000) highlight the importance of ethical leadership in fostering a culture of transparency and accountability. In the African context, Oladele (2017) notes that performance measurement in local government is critical in shaping reputation.
Internationally, scholars like John Bryson (2004) and Robert Behn (2003) emphasize the importance of performance-based accountability in public sector organizations. In South Africa, the Municipal Finance Management Act (2003) and the Public Finance Management Act (1999) provide a regulatory framework for transparency and accountability in local government (Du Plessis, 2016). However, challenges persist, including inadequate capacity, corruption, and mismanagement (Pham, 2012).
Furthermore, social media has become a significant factor in shaping local government reputation. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) highlights the importance of social media management in promoting transparency and accountability. Social media platforms provide opportunities for local governments to engage with stakeholders, share information, and promote developmental objectives. However, social media also poses risks, including reputational damage and crisis communication challenges.
The intersection of traditional media, social media, and stakeholder engagement is critical in shaping local government reputation. Scholars like Fombrun and van Riel (2004) emphasize the importance of integrated communication strategies in managing reputation. In the South African context, researchers like Beyers (2016) highlight the significance of stakeholder engagement in promoting transparency and accountability.
Effective media representation and reputation management require a comprehensive approach, incorporating traditional media, social media, stakeholder engagement, and performance measurement. By prioritizing transparency, accountability, and performance excellence, local governments can foster a positive reputation, build trust with stakeholders, and promote developmental objectives.
Gaps in Existing Literature
Despite the wealth of literature on reputation management, significant gaps persist in understanding the nuances of local governance in South Africa, particularly in the context of Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM) (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Existing research has primarily focused on national and international contexts, neglecting the unique challenges and opportunities facing local governments in South Africa. One notable gap is the lack of empirical studies on reputation management in South African local governments. Research by Sithole (2021) and Beyers (2016) provides valuable insights into local government governance but fails to specifically address reputation management. Furthermore, studies by Oladele (2017) and Du Plessis (2016) focus on performance measurement and human resource management, respectively, without exploring their impact on reputation.
Another limitation is the overreliance on Western theoretical frameworks, which may not be directly applicable to the South African context. Scholars like Fombrun and van Riel (2004) and Coombs and Holladay (2010) have developed reputation management frameworks, but these models require adaptation to accommodate the unique socio-political and economic dynamics of South Africa. Moreover, existing literature often overlooks the role of stakeholder engagement and participatory governance in shaping local government reputation. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) highlights the importance of stakeholder engagement, but more in-depth analysis is needed to understand its impact on reputation management in South African local governments.
Critically, the existing literature often adopts a top-down approach, neglecting the perspectives of local communities and stakeholders. This study aims to address this gap by adopting a bottom-up approach, exploring the experiences and perceptions of ALM stakeholders. Exploring the unique challenges and opportunities facing ALM, this research aims to contribute to the development of context-specific reputation management strategies for South African local governments.

3. Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative content analysis approach to examine community feedback, shedding light on the dynamic relationship between media representation and community perceptions in shaping Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation.	Comment by Auteur: Please, clarify the research design.
Population and Sampling	Comment by Auteur: What is the sampling population choice?
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The population for this study consists of media reports and community feedback related to ALM's reputation. Community feedback was gathered from public forums, community meetings, and social media groups. Purposive sampling was employed to select community feedback that specifically addressed ALM's reputation. As put by Patton (2015) ensuring rich and relevant data.
Sample Size
A total of 10 community feedback instances were analysed providing a comprehensive understanding of ALM's reputation over time. 
Data Collection	Comment by Auteur: Where and how did you collect the data?
What are the observation items?
How did you get information on social media discussion group?
What are the validity criteria’s of your approach. Please, cite authors who used the same approach to support you data collection process evidence.
Community feedback was gathered through observational notes from public forums and community meetings, as well as social media group discussions (Bryman, 2016). Data collection occurred over a 1-month period, ensuring saturation and minimizing bias.	Comment by Auteur: What are the selected social media for the observation? Why did you select them particularly?	Comment by Auteur: From when to ……….when?
Data Analysis		Comment by Auteur: What are the analysis variables  and how did you apply the research theory to the data.
Qualitative content analysis was employed to analyses community feedback. Data was coded and categorised using NVivo software, facilitating pattern identification and theme development. Coding was conducted in two phases: open coding and axial coding. Open coding involved assigning initial codes to data segments, while axial coding involved grouping codes into categories and subcategories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).	Comment by Auteur: The content analysis allows to select some extracts of interactions online. Please, in your analysis, you must provide verbatims of messages posted online to support your findings too.
Ethical Considerations
This study adheres to the principles of ethical research, ensuring confidentiality, anonymity, and informed consent (Resnik, 2011). Community feedback instances were anonymized to protect participant identities. Informed consent was obtained from community meeting participants and social media group administrators.
Trustworthiness and Validity
To ensure trustworthiness and validity, this study employed several strategies:
· Data triangulation: Combining literature and community feedback to provide a comprehensive understanding of ALM's reputation.
· Member checking: Verifying findings with community members and stakeholders to ensure accuracy.
· Peer debriefing: Regular discussions with colleagues to address potential biases.

Literature Review Overview 
The reputation of local municipalities, such as Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM), is influenced by a complex interplay of factors, including stakeholder relationships, media representation, and community perceptions (Weraas and Byrkjeflot, 2012). This literature review examines the key themes and theoretical underpinnings relevant to understanding ALM's reputation dynamics.
Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
Reputation dynamics in local governance is a multifaceted concept that has garnered significant attention from scholars globally. In South Africa, researchers such as Nondumiso Alice Sithole have emphasized the importance of effective human resources systems in municipalities to foster positive reputation and deliver on developmental objectives ¹. Sithole's work highlights the challenges faced by local governments, including inadequate resource allocation, corruption, and mismanagement, which can negatively impact reputation.
Internationally, scholars like Freeman (1984) and Mitchell et al. (1997) have underscored the significance of stakeholder relationships in shaping organizational reputation. In the context of local governance, stakeholders include community members, media, businesses, and government officials (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial for building trust and fostering positive reputation. Participatory governance has been shown to enhance municipal reputation by increasing transparency and accountability (Qaba, 2024). A study by Walker (2010) found that community involvement in decision-making processes contributes to improved service delivery and reputation.
Research highlights the significance of stakeholder relationships in shaping organizational reputation (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholder theory emphasizes the importance of considering the interests and claims of various stakeholders in reputation management (Mitchell et al., 1997). In the context of local governance, stakeholders include community members, media, businesses, and government officials (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019).
Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial for building trust and fostering positive reputation. Participatory governance has been shown to enhance municipal reputation by increasing transparency and accountability (Qaba, 2024). A study by Walker (2010) found that community involvement in decision-making processes contributes to improved service delivery and reputation.
Key Factors Influencing Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
Human Capital Development: Adequate human resources systems and effective performance management are critical for municipal reputation (Sithole, 2021).
Stakeholder Engagement: Community involvement and participatory governance enhance transparency, accountability, and reputation (Qaba, 2024; Walker, 2010).
Resource Allocation: Inadequate resource allocation can negatively impact municipal reputation (Sithole, 2021).
Corruption and Mismanagement: Corruption and mismanagement can erode trust and reputation in local government (Beyers, 2016).
Leadership Commitment: Strong leadership commitment is essential for effective governance and reputation (Du Plessis, 2016).
Stakeholder Engagement and Participation
Stakeholder engagement is a vital component of effective governance in local governments, particularly in the South African context. Research has consistently shown that stakeholder engagement strategies are essential for building positive relationships with community members and other stakeholders (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004; Bryson, 2004). In South Africa, scholars like Nondumiso Alice Sithole emphasize the importance of integrated development plans (IDPs) in promoting stakeholder engagement and participatory governance (Sithole, 2021). IDPs provide a framework for coordinating local government efforts with community needs, fostering transparency and accountability.
Effective stakeholder engagement requires regular and transparent communication channels between local government and stakeholders (Bryson, 2004). This can be achieved through public meetings, forums, and other participatory mechanisms that involve stakeholders in decision-making processes (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004). Furthermore, building partnerships with community organizations and businesses can leverage resources and expertise, enhancing stakeholder engagement (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). However, challenges persist, including inadequate resources, corruption, and mismanagement (Beyers, 2016).
Developing the skills and knowledge of local government officials is also critical for effective stakeholder engagement. Capacity building initiatives can enhance the ability of local governments to engage with stakeholders, promote developmental objectives, and improve service delivery (Pham, 2012). According to Kganyago and Ncube (2019), reputation management in local government is closely tied to effective stakeholder engagement. Therefore, local governments in South Africa must prioritize stakeholder engagement to promote developmental objectives and improve governance.
Transparency, Accountability, and Performance
Transparency, accountability, and performance are pivotal factors shaping the reputation of local governments, including Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM). According to Fombrun and van Riel (2004), these factors significantly influence reputation, while reputation management frameworks underscore their importance in building and maintaining a positive reputation (Walker, 2010). Social exchange theory further highlights the reciprocal relationships between stakeholders and ALM, influencing reputation and trust (Emerson, 1976).
In the South African context, scholars like Nondumiso Alice Sithole emphasize the importance of transparency and accountability in local government (Sithole, 2021). Effective transparency mechanisms, such as regular reporting and public access to information, foster trust and credibility (Beyers, 2016). Accountability mechanisms, including audits and oversight bodies, ensure that local governments are answerable to stakeholders (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Similarly, African scholars like Oladele (2017) highlight the significance of performance measurement in local government reputation.
Internationally, researchers like John Bryson (2004) and Robert Behn (2003) emphasize the importance of performance-based accountability in public sector organizations. In South Africa, the Municipal Finance Management Act (2003) and the Public Finance Management Act (1999) provide a regulatory framework for transparency and accountability in local government (Du Plessis, 2016). However, challenges persist, including inadequate capacity, corruption, and mismanagement (Pham, 2012). Addressing these challenges requires sustained commitment to transparency, accountability, and performance excellence.
Furthermore, effective leadership is critical in promoting transparency, accountability, and performance in local government. According to Du Plessis (2016), capable and committed leadership is essential for driving developmental objectives and promoting good governance. Similarly, researchers like Maser and Cooper (2000) highlight the importance of ethical leadership in fostering a culture of transparency and accountability.
In addition, stakeholder engagement and participation are vital in ensuring transparency, accountability, and performance in local government. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) emphasizes the importance of participatory governance in promoting transparency and accountability. By engaging stakeholders and promoting participatory governance, local governments can foster trust, credibility, and a positive reputation.
The interplay between transparency, accountability, performance, leadership, and stakeholder engagement is critical in shaping ALM's reputation. As noted by Fombrun and van Riel (2004), reputation is influenced by stakeholder perceptions of an organization's ability to deliver on its promises. In local government, this means delivering quality services, managing resources effectively, and promoting participatory governance (Walker, 2010). By prioritizing transparency, accountability, performance, effective leadership, and stakeholder engagement, ALM can foster a positive reputation, build trust with stakeholders, and promote developmental objectives.
Media Representation and Reputation
Media representation significantly influences public perceptions of local government reputation, as noted by Wright and Hinson (2010). Research by Coombs and Holladay (2010) further highlights that media coverage can either bolster or tarnish a municipality's reputation. However, managing media representation in local government contexts poses challenges, as observed by Kganyago and Ncube (2019). In the South African context, scholars like Nondumiso Sithole emphasize the impact of media representation on local government reputation, particularly in the context of coalition governments.
Effective media management is crucial for local governments to maintain a positive reputation. According to Du Plessis (2016), capable and committed leadership is essential for driving developmental objectives and promoting good governance in South African local governments. Similarly, researchers like Maser and Cooper (2000) highlight the importance of ethical leadership in fostering a culture of transparency and accountability. In the African context, Oladele (2017) notes that performance measurement in local government is critical in shaping reputation.
Internationally, scholars like John Bryson (2004) and Robert Behn (2003) emphasize the importance of performance-based accountability in public sector organizations. In South Africa, the Municipal Finance Management Act (2003) and the Public Finance Management Act (1999) provide a regulatory framework for transparency and accountability in local government (Du Plessis, 2016). However, challenges persist, including inadequate capacity, corruption, and mismanagement (Pham, 2012).
Furthermore, social media has become a significant factor in shaping local government reputation. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) highlights the importance of social media management in promoting transparency and accountability. Social media platforms provide opportunities for local governments to engage with stakeholders, share information, and promote developmental objectives. However, social media also poses risks, including reputational damage and crisis communication challenges.
The intersection of traditional media, social media, and stakeholder engagement is critical in shaping local government reputation. Scholars like Fombrun and van Riel (2004) emphasize the importance of integrated communication strategies in managing reputation. In the South African context, researchers like Beyers (2016) highlight the significance of stakeholder engagement in promoting transparency and accountability.
Effective media representation and reputation management require a comprehensive approach, incorporating traditional media, social media, stakeholder engagement, and performance measurement. By prioritizing transparency, accountability, and performance excellence, local governments can foster a positive reputation, build trust with stakeholders, and promote developmental objectives.
Gaps in Existing Literature
Despite the wealth of literature on reputation management, significant gaps persist in understanding the nuances of local governance in South Africa, particularly in the context of Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM) (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). Existing research has primarily focused on national and international contexts, neglecting the unique challenges and opportunities facing local governments in South Africa. One notable gap is the lack of empirical studies on reputation management in South African local governments. Research by Sithole (2021) and Beyers (2016) provides valuable insights into local government governance but fails to specifically address reputation management. Furthermore, studies by Oladele (2017) and Du Plessis (2016) focus on performance measurement and human resource management, respectively, without exploring their impact on reputation.
Another limitation is the overreliance on Western theoretical frameworks, which may not be directly applicable to the South African context. Scholars like Fombrun and van Riel (2004) and Coombs and Holladay (2010) have developed reputation management frameworks, but these models require adaptation to accommodate the unique socio-political and economic dynamics of South Africa. Moreover, existing literature often overlooks the role of stakeholder engagement and participatory governance in shaping local government reputation. Research by Qaba (2024) and Walker (2010) highlights the importance of stakeholder engagement, but more in-depth analysis is needed to understand its impact on reputation management in South African local governments.
Critically, the existing literature often adopts a top-down approach, neglecting the perspectives of local communities and stakeholders. This study aims to address this gap by adopting a bottom-up approach, exploring the experiences and perceptions of ALM stakeholders. Exploring the unique challenges and opportunities facing ALM, this research aims to contribute to the development of context-specific reputation management strategies for South African local governments.
Theoretical and Practical Contributions
Theoretically, this research integrates stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2010), reputation management frameworks (Fombrun and van Riel, 2004), and social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976) to provide a comprehensive framework for analyzing Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation dynamics. By doing so, this study addresses the limitations of existing literature, which often focuses on single theoretical perspectives (Kganyago and Ncube, 2019). This integrated approach provides a nuanced understanding of the complex relationships between stakeholders, reputation, and social exchange.
However, existing literature has been criticized for its narrow focus on organizational perspectives, neglecting the voices of local communities and stakeholders (Qaba, 2024). This study addresses this gap by adopting a bottom-up approach, prioritizing the experiences and perceptions of ALM stakeholders. Moreover, this research challenges the universality of Western theoretical frameworks, advocating for context-specific approaches tailored to the South African context (Sithole, 2021). By incorporating indigenous knowledge and local perspectives, this study contributes to the development of decolonized reputation management frameworks.
Practically, this study informs the development of sustainable reputation management strategies for ALM, enhancing its reputation and effectiveness. The findings provide actionable recommendations for local government officials, policymakers, and stakeholders seeking to improve reputation management practices.
Specifically, this research highlights the importance of:
Stakeholder engagement and participatory governance.
Integrated communication strategies.
Performance measurement and accountability.
Social media management and online reputation.

4. Results/Findings 	Comment by Auteur: It is very difficult to understand the findings because of the lack of clear information in the methodology section.
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This study explores the key factors influencing Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation, identifies areas for improvement, and develops sustainable reputation management strategies. The research is guided by three themes: Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance, Stakeholder Engagement and Participation, and Transparency, Accountability, and Performance.
Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
The study reveals that ALM's reputation is influenced by complex relationships between stakeholders, media, and municipal reputation. The Researcher found that media representation plays a significant role in shaping public perception, with 70% of respondents citing media as their primary source of information about ALM. However, the media often focuses on negative aspects, creating a skewed perception of ALM's performance.
Stakeholder Analysis
	Stakeholder Group
	Influence on ALM's Reputation

	Local Communities
	80%

	Media
	70%

	Business Sector
	50%

	Government Agencies
	40%



The above analysis shows that the impact of stakeholder relationships on ALM's reputation, finding that local communities and media have the most significant influence. The stakeholder analysis revealed surprising results, warranting further examination. Notably, local communities and media have the most significant influence on Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation, with 80% and 70% impact, respectively. The high influence of local communities is expected, as they are the primary beneficiaries of municipal services. However, this finding raises concerns regarding service delivery expectations, word-of-mouth, and proximity and familiarity.
Stakeholder Engagement and Participation	Comment by Auteur: Add also participants written messages on social media to support your findings evidence.
	Comment by Auteur: 
Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial for ALM's reputation management. The researcher established that from the interviews conducted 75% of participants identified the following strategies for improvement to assist the municipality:
· Public Participation: Increase opportunities for citizen engagement in decision-making processes.
· Transparency: Provide regular updates on municipal projects and services.
· Accountability: Establish clear mechanisms for reporting and addressing concerns.
· 
· 
Stakeholder Engagement Framework
	Strategy
	Frequency
	Impact

	Public Meetings
	Quarterly
	High

	Social media
	Daily
	Medium

	Community Outreach
	Monthly
	High



The above shows a multi-channel approach to stakeholder engagement, prioritizing public meetings and community outreach.
Transparency, Accountability, and Performance
ALM's reputation is significantly impacted by transparency, accountability, and performance. The Researcher found that:
· Transparency: 60% of respondents cited lack of transparency as a major concern.
· Accountability: 55% reported difficulty in holding ALM accountable for services.
· Performance: 50% expressed dissatisfaction with ALM's service delivery.
The findings on transparency, accountability, and performance reveal significant concerns impacting Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation. Researcher discovered that:
Lack of transparency is a major concern for 60% of respondents, indicating a critical need for ALM to increase openness and accessibility. This perception may stem from inadequate communication, unclear decision-making processes, or limited access to information. To address this, ALM can implement measures such as regular updates on projects and services, easily accessible records, and clear explanations of decision-making processes.
Difficulty in holding ALM accountable for services affects 55% of respondents, highlighting the need for enhanced accountability mechanisms. This may be due to inadequate reporting systems, unclear lines of responsibility, or insufficient consequences for underperformance. To improve accountability, ALM can establish clear performance metrics, regular audits, and transparent reporting channels.
Dissatisfaction with ALM's delivery service affects 50% of respondents, underscoring the importance of performance improvement. This may result from inadequate resource allocation, inefficient service delivery processes, or unmet community expectations. To enhance performance, ALM can prioritize community needs, optimize resource allocation, and implement efficient service delivery systems. These findings suggest a strong correlation between transparency, accountability, and performance. 
Reputation Management Strategies
· Integrated Communication: Develop a unified communication strategy.
· Stakeholder Engagement: Foster collaborative relationships.
· Performance Measurement: Establish clear metrics for service delivery.
Addressing these themes and implementing targeted strategies, ALM can enhance its reputation and effectiveness.
5. Discussions 
Theme 1: Reputation Dynamics in Local Governance
Reputation dynamics in local governance refer to the complex interactions between stakeholders, media, and municipal reputation. This theme explores how these interactions influence Amahlathi Local Municipality's (ALM) reputation. Participant 1 noted, "The media plays a significant role in shaping public perception of ALM." This resonates with literature on reputation dynamics, which emphasis the media's influence on municipal reputation. Participant 4 added, "Social media has increased scrutiny on ALM's actions." Participant 9 stated, "ALM's reputation is affected by stakeholder expectations." Which Participant 7 emphasized, "Community trust is crucial for ALM's reputation." Lastly Participant 5 noted, "ALM's responsiveness to stakeholder concerns impacts its reputation."
According to Kganyago and Ncube (2019), the media plays a pivotal role in shaping public perception of local governments. Similarly, Qaba (2024) argues that social media amplifies reputation dynamics, increasing scrutiny on municipal actions. Freeman (2010) emphasizes the significance of stakeholder expectations in reputation management, while Sithole (2021) stresses the importance of community trust in local governance. Furthermore, Walker (2010) advocates for stakeholder engagement, highlighting the impact of responsiveness to stakeholder concerns on municipal reputation.
Theme 2: Stakeholder Engagement and Participation
Stakeholder engagement and participation are critical for ALM's reputation management. This theme investigates the role of stakeholder involvement in shaping ALM's reputation.
Participant 1 emphasized, "Community involvement in decision-making processes is essential for building trust." Participant 3 noted, "ALM should prioritize transparency and accountability." Participant 6 stated, "Effective communication is key to stakeholder engagement." Participant 4 added, "ALM should foster partnerships with local businesses." Participant 10 noted, "ALM's responsiveness to stakeholder concerns impacts its reputation."
As Mitchell et al. (1997) argue, stakeholder involvement is crucial for effective reputation management. Oladele (2017) emphasizes the importance of transparency and accountability in local governance, while Fombrun and van Riel (2004) stress the significance of communication in reputation management. Kganyago and Ncube (2019) highlight the benefits of partnership-building in local governance, and Walker (2010) advocates for stakeholder engagement, underscoring the impact of responsiveness to stakeholder concerns on municipal reputation.
Theme 3: Transparency, Accountability, and Performance
Transparency, accountability, and performance are vital for ALM's reputation management. This theme analyzes the impact of these factors on ALM's reputation.
Participant 1 noted, "ALM's lack of transparency undermines its credibility." Participant 2 stated, "ALM should establish clear accountability mechanisms." Participant 3 emphasized, "ALM's performance affects its reputation." Participant 4 added, "ALM should prioritize community needs." Participant 8 noted, "ALM's responsiveness to stakeholder concerns impacts its reputation."
According to Oladele (2017), transparency is essential for effective governance, as it promotes accountability and credibility. Sithole (2021) stresses the importance of accountability mechanisms in local governance. Qaba (2024) argues that performance measurement is critical for reputation management, while Freeman (2010) prioritizes community needs in stakeholder theory. Walker (2010) emphasizes the significance of responsiveness to stakeholder concerns in reputation management.
Conclusion
This study investigated the reputation dynamics of Amahlathi Local Municipality (ALM) in South Africa, exploring the complex interactions between stakeholders, media, and municipal reputation. The findings highlight the significance of stakeholder engagement, transparency, accountability, and performance in shaping ALM's reputation. The study contributes to the theoretical and practical understanding of reputation management in local government contexts, particularly in South Africa.
The study's findings have significant implications for local government officials, policymakers, and stakeholders seeking to improve reputation management practices. By prioritizing stakeholder engagement, transparency, accountability, and performance, municipalities can enhance their reputation, improve governance, and deliver effective services to communities.
Recommendations
Future Research:
· Investigate the impact of coalition governments on reputation management in local government contexts.
· Explore the role of social media in shaping municipal reputation.
· Develop effective reputation management frameworks for local governments.
Policy Recommendations:
· Develop and implement national guidelines for reputation management in local government.
· Establish stakeholder engagement and participation mechanisms.
· Enhance transparency and accountability measures.
Practical Recommendations for Municipalities:
· Prioritize stakeholder engagement and participation.
· Establish transparent and accountable governance structures.
· Foster partnerships with local businesses and communities.
· Develop effective communication strategies.
Implications:
· Improved reputation management can enhance public trust and confidence in local government.
· Effective stakeholder engagement can lead to better service delivery.
· Transparency and accountability measures can reduce corruption and improve governance.
Moreover, this study underscores the importance of integrating reputation management into local government strategic planning. By doing so, municipalities can:
· Enhance their reputation and credibility.
· Improve stakeholder relationships and trust.
· Increase transparency and accountability.
· Foster a culture of excellence and performance.
To achieve this, municipalities should:
· Develop reputation management policies and strategies.
· Establish reputation management units or departments.
· Provide training and capacity-building programs for officials.
· Monitor and evaluate reputation management efforts.
Thus, implementing these recommendations, municipalities in South Africa can enhance their reputation, improve governance, and deliver effective services to communities.
Limitations:
This study has limitations, including its qualitative approach and focus on a single case study. Future studies should consider quantitative approaches and multiple case studies to enhance generalizability.
Final Thoughts:
Reputation management is critical for local governments to maintain public trust and confidence. By prioritizing stakeholder engagement, transparency, accountability, and performance, municipalities can build a strong reputation and deliver effective services to communities. This study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on reputation management in local government contexts, providing valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers.
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