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The Big East:
Building One Reputation for 16 Competitors

Abstract

This case study explores how the Big East Conference utilized reputation 

management theory to create a reputation that suits the members within its strategic 

alliance model. The research was conducted and then analyzed using triangulation of in-

depth interviews with conference office and member institute communications 

employees, archival material and documentation. The research sheds light on reputation 

management and internal communication practices within a strategic alliance. The author 

concluded that theory and practice align in the majority of the process, while strategic 

alliances dealing with organizations or non-profits seem to differ in practice from the 

literature on traditional strategic alliances.
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The Big East:
Building One Reputation for 16 Competitors

Background

 For decades collegiate athletic departments have been forming strategic alliances 

with conferences like the Big East. This concept of partnering with parent organizations 

is not new to the world of sports. It can be found within large organizations like the 

National Basketball Association (NBA) or much smaller ones like youth sports leagues. 

 This organization within an organization approach is based on common bonds. 

Although the members may share a purpose, they often have differing goals that may 

potentially lead to conflict. These organizations built on strategic alliances require 

institutional leadership to develop a common purpose and understanding (Borys & 

Jemison, 1989, p. 237).

 Each of the Big East’s members has its own office of athletic communications 

that functions independently from the others, and even apart from the conference’s 

communications department. As with any college conference, each school has its own 

identity and focuses on its own reputation. They join to form one overarching 

organization that is the Big East Conference. To form one cohesive unit, it is imperative 

that the parent organization focus on reputation management and internally communicate 

this identity within the organization.

 Internal communication can get tricky in widespread organizations like the 

conference described above. The conference must deal with the perceptions stakeholders 

have of its members while still communicating an accurate, believable identity for the 
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whole. Managing reputation is complicated when each part has its own separate 

communications team, often spreading very different and conflicting messages.

 This move to strategic alliances is not confined to the sports world. These types of 

business relationships can be found in many other industries. Some companies, like 

sports leagues, are set up in large webs of strategic alliances. These alliances allow for 

organizations to adapt to emerging opportunities or reposition themselves within pre-

existing frames. Joint ventures result in the creation of new organizations that need to be 

aware of their reputation (Borys et al., 1989, pp. 234-235). 

Research Problem

 As more organizations build strategic alliances, how will they take on the 

increasingly complicated task of managing reputation? When using the strategic alliance 

business structure, how does an organization dealing with a large number of entities 

account for the five principles of reputation for each of its partners when attempting to 

manage one reputation for the whole organization? 

Also lacking is a discussion of internal communications in strategic alliance 

situations.  If internal communication is not present, the parent organization cannot 

maintain a reputation that is suitable for the existing organizations that it encompasses. 

Oftentimes these interorganizational relationships are formed and forgotten. 

Communications, particularly internal, needs to be a key part of the relationships’ 

management.
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While there is a generous amount of information available on reputation 

management and strategic alliances separately, there is little documentation discussing 

the two concepts together. This case study looked at the Big East as an example of 

managing reputation within a strategic alliance business structure.

Research Questions

 This case study examined how the Big East manages its reputation while dealing 

with the many differences of its member institutions by posing the following two 

research questions:

RQ1: How does the parent organization manage its reputation internally?

RQ2: How does the parent organization use internal communications to deal with 

strategic alliances that do not share its identity?

 This study documented the flow of communication within the organization as it 

pertains to reputation. The study further examined how the organization deals with 

internal identity differences among their many partners.

 By asking the above research questions, the researcher gathered data explaining 

the process of reputation management and the reasons behind that process. The researcher 

studied the different theories of communication that relate to reputation management.

Organization to be Studied

 The Big East is a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) conference 

made up of 16 institutions including: University of Cincinnati, University of Connecticut, 
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DePaul University, Georgetown University, University of Louisville, Marquette 

University, University of Notre Dame, University of Pittsburgh, Providence College, 

Rutgers University, St. John’s University, Seton Hall University, University of South 

Florida, Syracuse University, Villanova University, and West Virginia University. 

Together the members offer a range of 24 collegiate sports across 14 states and have both 

private and public institutions as members.

 The Big East has gone through several membership overhauls since its beginnings 

in 1979, but over the past six years the conference has maintained its 16 strategic 

alliances with the current member institutions. The founding members included 

Providence College, St. John’s, Georgetown and Syracuse, Seton Hall, Connecticut and 

Boston College (Big East Conference, 2010). 

 On November 29, 2010, the conference announced the addition of a 17th member, 

Texas Christian University (TCU). The school will become an official member in July of 

2012 and its teams will begin conference competition at the beginning of the 2012-2013 

academic year (Chuck Sullivan, 2010a).

 It became the nation’s largest Division I-A conference in 2005 and its schools can 

be found in nine of the 35 top media markets. The Big East is considered a leader in the 

sports industry for innovative concepts in promotion and publicity, especially in regards 

to television. Those efforts have resulted in unmatched visibility for Big East student-

athletes. The conference has worked to create long-lasting relationships with CBS, ESPN, 

Inc. and ABC. It is estimated that Big East athletics reach television sets in nearly one-

fourth of American television households (Big East Conference, 2010).
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 Over the years, the Big East has competed at the highest level with “integrity and 

sportsmanship.” The conference has had 28 national championship teams in six different 

sports across men and women’s athletics and 128 conference athletes have won 

individual national titles (Big East Conference, 2010).

 According to the organization’s website, “The Big East Conference’s goals have 

always been the same. The outstanding performances of the student-athletes at Big East 

schools are evidence of the league’s proud tradition of success. The league has always 

been able to boast that many of its best students are also its best athletes” (Big East 

Conference, 2010). 

Literature Review

 This review of the literature seeks to offer definitions of the key terms, and 

provide an overview of the research in the areas of study to date. The literature suggests a 

variety of interpretations for several key terms in this case. Although some may seem 

uncomplicated, the author has clarified to ensure that all readers interpret this study 

through a common perspective.

Strategic Alliances

 Strategic alliances can take on many forms including: acquisitions, joint ventures, 

license agreements, research and development partnerships, mergers, and many more.  

This combination of organizations is a hybrid of sorts in which two or more organizations 

combine to pursue a common interest. This arrangement uses resources and governance 

structures from more than one existing organization (Borys et al., 1989). Hybrids create 
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organizations of size and complexity built of smaller parts that have their own distinct 

identities and reputations. These types of agreements make the nature of corporate 

identity and reputation much more complicated (Bromley, 2001, p. 325). 

 There is a lack of understanding of how these arrangements operate and evolve 

that leads to a high rate of failure. Oftentimes these relationships are not fluidly managed 

beyond the initial formation stage (Lowensberg, 2010, p. 1091).  A strategic alliance is a 

joined work plan of at least two organizational partners to achieve a common goal 

(Lowensberg, 2010, p. 1093).

 The concept of “cooperative competition” was discussed in the literature 

suggesting that alliance partners co-operate and simultaneously compete with one another 

(Lowensberg, 2010, p.1092). This was a point of interest for this particular study 

considering the competitive nature of collegiate athletics, and the deep seeded roots of 

conference rivalries.

 There are several reasons to create such interorganizational bonds. These 

paradigms presented by Barringer and Harrison include: “transaction cost economics, 

resource dependence, strategic choice, stakeholder theory, organizational learning, and 

institutional theory” (2000, p. 369). These paradigms focus on a range of economic and 

behavioral motivations for formation (Lowensberg, 2010, p. 1095).

 Lowensberg and other authors cited in this review discuss the importance of 

managerial actions for strategic alliances but lack a discussion of communications 

practices being a part of the management role. For the purposes of this study, strategic 

The Big East 8



alliance was defined as the partnerships between the Big East and its multiple constituent 

parts, the member institutions. 

Reputation

  Although variously defined, the literature suggests that reputation is most often 

described as the way in which stakeholders or publics view the collective actions of an 

organization (Bronn, 2010; Watson, 2010; Yang & Grunig, 2005; Sjovall & Talk, 2004). 

Caruana suggests a more business-minded approach to reputation,  viewing it as the 

outcome of a competitive process where organizations signal their key characteristics to 

maximize their social status. This process consists of a set of economic and non-

economic attributes ascribed to a firm through their past actions (Caruana, 1997). 

 Fombrun added that each of an organization’s multiple publics focuses on 

different informational cues and signals when interpreting an organization’s reputation 

(Fombrun & Shanley, 1990, p. 234). Fombrun suggests that reputation is based on five 

principles: being visible, transparent, distinctive, consistent and authentic. He adds that 

all of these parts are needed to credibly convey a strong reputation (Fombrun, 2004, pp.

86-95).  Reputation represents the reality of the organization for the stakeholders, not 

what the organization thinks of itself (Bronn, 2010, p. 309). 

 From an internal standpoint, employees identify with and want to work for 

companies that they perceive to have strong reputations. Building reputation inherently 

relies on building identification amongst employees (Fombrun, 2004, p. 98).

 The literature shows, across the board, that reputation is simply based on public 

perception. Reputation, for the purposes of this case study, was defined as the way 

The Big East 9



publics interpret the actions of an organization over time and the influence of that 

interpretation on the organization’s strategic decision making.

Reputation Management

 The literature defines reputation management as a complexity-based approach to 

building reputation over time through social processes. Practitioners work to mold a 

client’s reputation through strategic communication campaigns with heavy media 

involvement (Gilpin & Murphy, 2010, p. 79). Fombrun suggests organizations that value 

reputation put great effort into managing it through shaping a unique identity and 

projecting a coherent and consistent set of images to the public (Fombrun, 1996, p. 6).

 Fombrun said both internal and external publics make judgments based on an 

organization’s actions, which results in a reputation. Maintaining a great reputation is no 

easy task. He said, “To acquire a reputation that is positive, enduring, and resilient 

requires managers to invest heavily in building and maintaining good relationships with 

their company’s constituents. It calls for practices that measure and monitor how the 

company is doing with its top four constituencies: employees, investors, customers, and 

communities” (Fombrun, 1996, p. 57).

 Many of the characteristics described in this review fall under what Balmer terms 

the “corporate umbrella.” These actions, at the corporate level “should permeate how 

people in the organization think and behave on its behalf” (Balmer & Greyser, 2006, p. 

734). To do so, the organization must focus on the “6Cs” including culture, character, 

communication, constituencies, covenant, and conceptualization (Balmer et al., 2006, pp.

735-738).
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 Successful reputation management ensures that stakeholders co-create the future 

by getting involved in an “outside-in” approach. Reputation management is simply 

communicators staying attuned to the expectations of stakeholders (Robinson, 2010, pp. 

40-41). 

 Referencing the outside-in approach for this case study will refer to the schools 

(outside) and the conference office (in). The author defined reputation management as a 

management function used to shape organizational identity based on the expectations of 

the organization’s stakeholders.

Internal Communications

 The literature suggests internal communications be defined as transactions 

between individuals and groups at different levels within an organization (Dolphin, 2005, 

pp. 172). Internal communication is what makes organizations function and can be both 

informal and formal. As with any type of social system, organizations survive and thrive 

by means of communication, starting internally. Common forms of internal 

communications include notice boards, employee magazines and intranets, but internal 

communication is not always controlled. This type of message sharing can include 

conversations during break or even spreading rumors at the soda machine (Bentele, 2010, 

pp. 113). 

 Employees may have ties to more than one group of stakeholders. It is imperative 

for organizations to recognize that their success stems directly from meeting the needs of 

these groups. Creating a positive culture internally sets the stage for employees to engage 

not only with each other but also external audiences. The internal group is important 
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because they represent the “front line” or “face” of the organization (Balmer et al., 2006, 

pp. 735-736).

 The line between internal and external communications has blurred. 

Organizational excellence is the direct result of internal communications (Dolphin, 2005, 

pp. 173). For this study, the author defined internal communications as the interaction of 

employees in the Big East conference office and its member institutions.

Identity

 Identity stems directly from internal communications. As Bronn said, “One thing 

is clear, uncovering identity starts internally with the individuals and the 

organization” (Bronn et al., 2006, p. 886). 

 Fombrun defines identity as a set of values and principles that are associated with 

the company. It captures the common features that employees use to characterize how a 

company approaches work, products, customers and investors. Organizational identity is 

central, distinctive, and enduring for an organization (Fombrun, 1996; Bronn, 2010). 

Bromley adds that corporate identity is what distinguishes one company from another 

(2001, p. 316). 

 An identity is derived from a shared corporate story. This story must be realistic, 

perceived as accurate, and shared equally across the entire organization. The story 

includes components of both the projected and perceived identities of an organization 

(Bronn et al., 2006, p. 887). Bronn refers to five types of identity: actual is what the 

organization really is; communicated is who the organization says it is; conceived is how 
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others view the organization; ideal is what the organization might compare itself with; 

and desired is what the organization strives to be (Bronn et al., 2006, pp.887-888). 

 For this case, identity has been defined as the values and principles that the 

conference stands for, stemming from the “who we are” of its members. 

Case Study Method

 The case study is an appropriate method of research for this area of study. A case 

study is an in-depth study of a particular person, event, process or in this case, 

organization. This method offers a complete understanding of the case under study filled 

with rich, case-specific details (Stacks, 2011, p. 157). Yin pointed out case studies are 

particularly useful when answering questions of “how” and “why” (Yin, 2009, p. 8). As 

mentioned in the research question section, both of the author’s research questions fall in 

this category.

 This method offers an advantage that others cannot. Case studies allow the 

researcher to provide answers to the four basic research questions asked in public 

relations. Case studies answers questions of definition, fact, value and policy and are the 

only method that can effectively answer all four types (Stacks, 2011, p.165). Case studies 

are a look into the past. This hindsight is another advantage that allows the researcher to 

establish what strategies worked and why (Stacks, 2011, p. 158). 

 One disadvantage of using the case study method is its inability to apply its 

findings to other similar scenarios. Because of its qualitative nature, the researcher was 
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unable to make generalizations or project the findings to larger populations (Stacks, 2011, 

p. 159). 

 This case study was designed as a single-case (holistic) study. The researcher’s 

rationale for the single-case design was studying the Big East as the representative or 

typical case of collegiate conferences dealing with reputation management. The objective 

of this type of study is to capture the circumstances of a commonplace situation (Yin, 

2009, p. 48).

Data Collection Procedures

 The author used three methods of data collection for this case study. As described 

by Yin (2009) the researcher used the focused interview, which is fairly short and 

conversational, utilizing open-ended questions. This method will follow a predetermined 

set of questions derived from the research questions (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990).

The author interviewed three Big East employees for this case study using the 

questionnaire found in Appendix B. The interviewees included Associate Commissioner 

for Communications John Paquette, Director of Communications Chuck Sullivan, and 

Assistant Director of Athletics for Communications at Syracuse University Sue Edson. 

The participants voluntarily agreed to participate in the interviews to offer viewpoints 

from both the conference and member institute sides of the organization’s communication 

practices. The interviews were recorded, with the participants’ consent for the purposes of 

clarity and accuracy.
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 The author supplemented the findings from the focused interviews with archival 

materials and documentation. The archival materials include documents produced within 

the organization, while the documentation is anything about the organization that is 

produced externally. These methods allowed the researcher to develop an accurate picture 

of the internal communication practices and their effect on organizational reputation.

 The researcher used data triangulation for this study. Individual source approaches 

to data collection are not advised for conducting case studies (Yin, 2009, p. 114). 

Triangulation can be a major strength for case study data collection as it allows the 

researcher to look for correlations within data during the analysis phase. Findings and 

conclusions are much stronger when backed up by several sources of information. The 

researcher avoided potential issues of construct validity by using multiple sources to 

measure the same material (Yin, 2009, pp. 115-117).

Interview Questions 

  The following questions were designed by the author to uncover the 

answers to the research questions. The focused interview allowed the researcher to zero 

in on situation-specific answers that led to additional discussion adding to the depth of 

the overall study. The following interview questions were used to cover the research 

questions and the concepts they deal with:

RQ1: How does the parent organization manage its reputation internally?

RQ2: How does the parent organization use internal communications to deal with 

strategic alliances that do not share their identity?
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1. How do you define reputation? 

2. How do you define identity?

3. Please describe your role in managing your organization’s reputation.

4. How does your reputation reflect the organizational identity of the [member 

schools/conference] other parts of the organization?

5. Please describe the flow of internal communication within your organization?

6. How do you communicate to your internal audiences. What methods?

7. Why do you choose these specific methods?

8. How do you ensure that the multiple reputations within the organization align 

with your corporate identity?

9. How are discrepancies regarding reputation dealt with internally?

10. (A) As the parent-organization over your member institutions, how much say do 

you have in the management of their individual reputations?

(B) As a member-organization under the conference, how much say do you have 

in the management of the overarching reputation?

11. Do you have documentation of your expectations of the [members/conference]?

12. How do you determine which [schools/conference] to enter into relationships with 

and how often are these relationships reviewed?

13. Is there anything else that I haven’t asked about reputation management that you 

would like to add?
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 This list of questions was designed to explore how the parent organization deals 

with reputation management within its many strategic alliances and how the conference 

forms one unified identity for its 16, and soon to be 17 members. With overlapping 

concepts, some of the questions may touch on more than one area of research. Table 1 

serves as illustration of how the researcher fully covered each of the concepts with the 

interview questions.

 The questions were formulated to make the interviewees feel comfortable enough 

to share as full a perspective as possible and clarify the way each individual defines the 

key terms. The researcher attempted to formulate questions that focus on the key 

concepts without overwhelming the interviewees with complicated jargon.

 For example, Interview Question 12 (How do you determine which [schools/

conference] to enter into relationships with and how often are these relationships 

reviewed?) addressed all of the key concepts without directly mentioning any of the 

terms: strategic alliances because the questions addressed how they make the business 

decision to enter into strategic alliances; reputation because the reputation on both sides 

of the relationship must be considered before entering into this relationship; reputation 

management because the question addressed how often the relationship is managed and 

reviewed; internal communication because all of the parts of the strategic alliance must 

communicate to decide on the members of this organization; and identity because in the 

decision-making process, both the conference and member must make sure their actual 

identities align.

Table 1: Which Interview Questions Address Which Concepts
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Concepts →
Questions ↓

Strategic 
Alliances

Reputation Reputation 
Management

Internal 
Communication

Identity

IQ1 ✔

IQ2 ✔

IQ3 ✔

IQ4 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

IQ5 ✔ ✔

IQ6 ✔

IQ7 ✔

IQ8 ✔ ✔ ✔

IQ9 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

IQ10 ✔ ✔ ✔

IQ11 ✔ ✔

IQ12 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

IQ13 ✔

Data Analysis

 To analyze the data for the case study, the researcher used one of the most 

desirable techniques, pattern-matching logic. The author compared the case to patterns 

found within the reputation management theory, strategic management theory regarding 

the internal setup of their alliances and referring to the strategic alliance paradigms 

(Barringer et al., 2000, p. 369). Using this method of comparison, the researcher found 
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coinciding patterns that strengthened the internal validity of the results (Yin, 2009, p. 

136). 

 The author followed theoretical propositions to lead the data analysis of this study.  

Since the original objectives and design of this study were based upon reputation 

management, this is the orientation the author followed. This method of analysis allowed 

the researcher to focus attention on the most important points. Yin states that theoretical 

propositions relating to questions of “how” and “why” can be extremely useful in guiding 

case study analysis (Yin, 2009, p.137). This format worked well with the researcher’s 

data for the case of the Big East.

Results

General Findings

The information reported in this section contains direct quotations from the three 

interviewees mentioned in the Data Collection Procedures section, archival material, 

documentation and paraphrased information from these sources. All items attributed to 

Paquette or Sullivan reference research interviews held on Nov. 11, 2010. Likewise, any 

references attributed to Edson refer to information collected from a research interview 

conducted on Dec. 1, 2010.

 Research showed that the Big East’s internal communication practices have a 

defined and purposeful impact on the organization’s reputation. Many levels of the 

organization reiterated the same messages, creating a recurring identity among the 
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members and the conference office. The two main messages were: strong academics and 

superior athletics.

 The Big East uses television as its primary messaging outlet. Part of the 

organizational identity makes reference to the conference’s media footprint. Big East 

members capture viewers in nine of the top 35 media markets, totaling more than one-

fourth of all American television households. This tradition of promotion and publicity 

was continued with the recent addition of TCU that brought the Big East into the Dallas/

Fort Worth market – one of the top five markets in the country (Sullivan, 2010a). 

 Being located in major markets is a positive from a coverage standpoint, Paquette 

and Sullivan explained during personal communications, but the interviewees pointed out 

that this coverage could be positive or negative. Because of this uncontrollable factor of 

potential negativity, Sullivan suggested that the reputation management practices of the 

Big East respond in a reactive manner. 

 “Football is not having a great year. Big East teams have lost some high profile 

games,” Sullivan said, as he explained his own definition of “reactive” reputation 

management. “We have to deal with the impact that has on our reputation by selling the 

positives.”

 Although the records may not reflect that the 2010 season was an outstanding one 

for most Big East teams, the conference office and its members can often use the 

numbers to their advantage by pointing out the positives, Edson said during personal 

communication. Edson gave the example of looking at statistics in “a different light” by 
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pointing out the Big East had 5 teams in the top 25 nationally for total defense during the 

2010 season. 

 While the structure of internal communication plays a roll in reputation 

management, the organization has other stakeholders with stronger input than those in 

communication roles. Big East communications professionals are not involved in 

executive decision-making. In fact, the sources explained that even the conference 

commissioner acts as nothing more than a facilitator to major decisions such as adding 

another member institution. This lack of input at the management level is further 

discussed in the conclusions section of this study.

 The author documented the following research findings according the relative 

research question the findings answer. 

RQ 1: How does the parent organization manage its reputation internally?

The answer to the above research question was not clear-cut across the board. The 

organization suggested internal communication is constant to ensure that all members are 

aware of the image the organization aims to portray. And yet, in some respects, the 

interviewees admitted to knowing little to nothing about processes such as new 

membership that directly impact the organization’s reputation.  

Rather than being involved in the decision-making, Paquette said the 

communications department deals directly with the more “objective” aspects of identity, 

or “who we are collectively.” The diversity in membership creates an interesting 

challenge, Paquette explained. 
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“Each school has its own mission, no two are alike. You can’t make small private 

schools and large state schools have exactly the same objectives,” Paquette said. “We 

paint a broad brush for reputation, but you still want everyone to be on the same page.”

Sullivan discussed a “standard of excellence” that is expressed by everyone 

within the organization. He suggested that the conference’s schools are able to create 

commonalities through such excellence. The members follow similar values, creating a 

community of academic achievement and athletic accolades. 

Edson reiterated the same point, adding that this “standard of excellence” has 

allowed the Big East to avoid controversies that other conference are currently facing. By 

making every institution accountable for the conference’s reputation as a whole, the Big 

East has faced fewer NCAA violations and sanctions in comparison to many other 

Division I conferences in recent history.

“I don’t mean to throw stones, but take the SEC (Southeastern Conference) for 

example. The conference has really good teams, but look how many of its schools have 

been in trouble with the NCAA,” said Edson, referring to the recent suspension of 

Tennessee Coach Bruce Pearl and other recent SEC sanctions.

All of the research participants agreed that aligning identity starts internally with 

the members. This not only includes the communications professionals, but all internal 

audiences from student-athletes to university presidents. Edson said the schools represent 

the conference and aim to align every aspect of reputation with the conference’s 

expectations. This includes academics, graduation success rates, and even simple acts of 

sportsmanship on the court. 
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“Reputation is what other people think of you and identity is what you would like 

others to think of you,” Sullivan said. “The goal would be to have your identity and 

reputation align.”

Both the conference and the schools are able to manage the messages internally 

by working with the “face” of the organization before they are exposed to the media. The 

conference office and sports information directors are not the mouthpieces of the 

organization. It is the student-athletes and coaches that ultimately face the media. Edson 

pointed out how critical this “same page” approach is to achieving a cohesive identity. 

The communications staff is simply there to guide them and help formulate their 

thoughts, not tell them what to say, she explained.

Because of distance and time constraints, Big East communications staff rarely 

meets in person. Information flows laterally and from top to bottom. All interviewed 

parties agreed that information sharing most commonly occurs on a one-on-one basis. For 

bigger issues, the conference call is utilized to reach everyone quickly.

The conference office works as middle management between the schools, 

aggregating and providing statistical information that the schools can then benefit from 

individually, said Edson. The interviewees agreed it is the conference’s responsibility to 

tackle larger issues facing the conference or even NCAA to assure that all members will 

take a similar angle when questioned regarding the issue. 

The schools, on the other hand, contact each other to facilitate travel or even 

simply manage the press box. For instance, UCONN may call Syracuse and request that 

the Hartford Courant have the best available visiting media seat at the Carrier Dome for 
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the Huskies/Orange football game. Edson said this may seem trivial, but requests like this 

are constant and important to maintaining internal conference relationships.

The conference office covers the more serious topics at the football and men’s 

basketball media days each season. These are the only annually planned all-staff 

meetings. Sullivan said that even the much smaller group of 34 conference office 

employees does not meet regularly. He said the conference office most often shares 

information on a fairly informal level.

Archival materials, although produced by the conference for external use, can 

reveal an undertone of internal communications. The following material shows the “same 

page” approach used by the conference. An article by Hodgkin about the addition of TCU 

highlights the thoughts of several big names around the conference. Although each had 

their own reasoning, all of the quotes sent the same positive message regarding their 

newest member.

The conference commissioner referenced stability and security, TCU athletics 

director emphasized visibility and exposure and Coach Jones addressed increasing 

strength to the conference athletically. This approach allows for many avenues to 

externally spread the same internal message (Hodgkin, 2010).

The researcher noted that the conference office is able to create a strong internal 

identity through repetition. The conference media guide (Paquette, 2010), website (Big 

East Conference, 2010) and even the employees that participated in the in-depth 

interviews all shared the same message nearly verbatim. With the same message being 
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established for all internal publics, the conference is able to make their strong identity a 

great reputation, according to Sullivan.

RQ 2: How does the parent organization use internal communications to deal with 

strategic alliances that do not share its identity?

All of the interviewees clearly stated that the membership does not directly serve 

the conference, but rather the conference office exists solely for the good of the members. 

The Big East Conference doesn’t make the decisions for its personal benefit; it acts in the 

best interest of its members. From this the researcher infers that the schools make the 

ultimate decisions regarding the strategic alliance and aligning the members’ reputation 

with the parent’s identity. When serious issues arise, Paquette said the communications 

staff has little to do with the solution process.

To avoid the issue raised by research question two, the conference office 

employees said the Big East intentionally does not take sides. All member institutes have 

equal stake in the strategic alliance relationship and it is the conference’s intent not to 

fuel conference rivalries. For conference match ups, Sullivan explained, the conference 

office sticks to the facts and celebrates the outcomes only on a national level rather than 

boasting conference laurels. 

 “We try to be Switzerland,” Sullivan explained. “We don’t pump one up to knock 

one down. When our teams beat non-conference opponents, then we blow the trumpets 

and sing the praises.”

 When conflicts do occur, all interviewees agreed the issues are dealt with quickly 

and in a consistent manner. Issues that are too large to be fixed by the communications 

The Big East 25



staff or within the athletic departments of the member institutions are sent to the 

university presidents and chancellors. 

 The researcher reviewed documentation to find examples of scenarios that were 

serious enough to be considered by the university presidents and chancellors. One 

example of a negative issue was the removal of Temple University as a Big East football 

member. 

 Temple joined the Big East as a football member in 1991. In 1996 the Owls were 

warned that to keep their membership, they must meet certain criteria regarding stadium 

availability, competitiveness and attendance. The demands were not met (Roth, 2001).

 In 1999, the school received $1.8 million in Big East funding and still managed to 

run up a $800,000 deficit for football. On February 16, 2001, the Big East presidents and 

chancellors held a special meeting to discuss the status of Temple’s membership – the 

school was cast out.

 “From a president’s perspective, they spent nearly $20 million over the past 

decade to support Temple’s program. They clearly got no return on that investment and 

felt odds of that changing in the future were slim” (Roth, 2001).

 Presidents and chancellors weigh in on positive decisions as well. To reinforce 

how the conference makes sure that its members reputations align with the Big East 

identity, the researcher looked at the addition of TCU. 

 In early November 2010, the organization held its annual Conference Board of 

Directors meeting. Based on the results of an in-depth self-analysis, the leadership made 
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a unanimous decision to expand the number of football-playing members from eight to 

10 (Sullivan, 2010b). 

 For several weeks, the conference refrained from commenting on what two 

schools would join the conference. Because of its membership for all other varsity sports, 

speculation spread that Villanova University would likely be one of the new football 

members. On September 10, 2010, Villanova President Peter Donahue announced the Big 

East “officially informed us that its football schools were interested in adding Villanova 

as a football member of the conference.” The school has yet to make a decision (Jensen, 

2010). 

 On November 29, 2010, the conference officially announced the addition of its 

ninth football member and 17th full member, TCU. The addition directly impacted the 

conference’s football reputation. Ranked third nationally, the Horned Frogs football team 

boasted 41 All-Americans and was on a regular season winning-streak of 25 games. The 

school’s endowment ranked among the top 60 colleges in the country (Bennett, 2010).

 “Our membership is genuinely excited to add an institution of the caliber of TCU 

to our conference,” stated Big East Conference Commissioner John Marinatto. 

“Chancellor Boschini and Athletic Director Chris Del Conte clearly share the same 

academic and athletic aspirations of our current members and are similarly committed to 

sponsoring a very highly competitive athletic program. Located in one of the top five 

media markets in the country, TCU also enables the Big East to extend its media 

footprint, which already encompasses more than a quarter of the country” (Sullivan, 

2010a).
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Conclusions

 Research shows that many of the communication practices of the Big East 

Conference align well with the literature on reputation management and strategic 

alliances. Reputation is a highly valued tool for achieving organizational success within 

the Big East.

 This section serves as a discussion of the similarities and differences between the 

Big East’s practice and the theories presented in the literature to date. The author points 

out some particular issues the organization could improve upon and others the conference 

has handled with ease. The author raises several questions about the literature based on 

the findings of this study.

Internal Communications

Since the literature suggests that identity  stems directly from internal 

communications, the author finds it necessary  to analyze the Big East’s techniques and 

point out both its strong points and flaws.

 The Big East has done a thorough job of recognizing the many groups of 

stakeholders that its success depends upon. This has created an internal culture that 

encourages the organization’s employees to share positive messages with external 

audiences. As discussed in the results section, the conference has gone to great lengths to 

help shape the messages of the “front line” employees to create a strong reputation 

(Balmer et al., 2006, pp.735-736).
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 One shortcoming of the organization’s internal communication is the lack of a 

formal internal social system. Bentele suggested a controlled notice board, employee 

magazine or intranet, none of which the conference currently has (Bentele, 2010, pp.113). 

The addition of an intranet would allow for more control over the messages spread 

internally and would build stronger connections between members than can be built 

during biannual media day meetings.

Outside-in Approach

 The Big East perfectly represents Robinson’s outside-in approach to reputation 

management; in fact they almost take it to an extreme. This outside-in approach ensures 

that stakeholders co-create the future of the organization. It is imperative that the parent 

organization listens to the expectations of its stakeholders (Robinson, 2010, pp. 40-41).

 As timing would have it, the researcher was able to analyze this process in action. 

During the research phase of this study the conference conducted an extensive self-

analysis and had its membership vote to add two football members (Sullivan, 2010a). 

 The interviewees reiterated the importance of taking the input of the members and 

reflecting it at the conference level. Edson said it’s not what the schools offer the 

conference; it’s what the conference office offers its members. 

 “We exist at the behest of our presidents and schools,” Sullivan said.

Cooperative Competition

 The literature on strategic alliances discussed the concept of cooperative 

competition – when alliance partners co-operate and simultaneously compete with their 

counterparts (Lowensberg, 2010, p. 1092). The researcher found evidence of this in the 
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case of the Big East; not on the part of the parent organization, but among the schools the 

conference is made up of.

 Edson, who provided the member perspective in this case, said the schools work 

together for the betterment of the conference, but when it comes to branding it is every 

school for itself. The conference celebrates non-conference wins and achievements of its 

members on a national level. The members fuel conference rivalries and market their 

individual identities.

 The conference’s success stems from the desire to stay together, Paquette said. 

The members find value in being a part of the Big East. But even as the members make 

strides to stay together, the author discovered the desire of members to diverge. Each 

school attempts to differentiate itself through the use of “the numbers.” Edson mentioned 

the numbers could tell any story. In a competitive nature, each of the members looks to 

use this data to appear elite and stand apart from the crowd.

Paradigms of Strategic Alliances

 There are various reasons to create strategic alliances such as the Big East. The 

research shows links to several of the paradigms presented by Barringer and Harrison 

including cost economics, resource dependence and strategic choice (2000, p. 1092). The 

members and conference office have economic and behavioral motivations for entering 

into a relationship with each other (Lowensberg, 2010, p. 1095). 

 Cost economics, although dealing with an organization versus a company, are 

important to recognize in this case. As the author showed with the example of Temple 

University, the members are concerned about return on investment. The conference funds 
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its members’ programs and when these funds are not used wisely, other members begin to 

question their counterparts’ value.

 Resource dependence is also valid in the case of the Big East. The members rely 

on the conference office to take care of responsibilities including collecting statistical 

information, planning championship events and setting up television contracts, just to 

name a few. 

 Strategic choice was currently visible in this case because of the addition of TCU. 

The current members had to strategically make a decision of which school would make 

the best fit as a new member of the Big East and TCU did the same. This decision was 

especially important to the reputation of the Big East. The conference made sure TCU 

could make the transition to align with the conference’s mission statement and goals.

Five Principles of Reputation

 Strong reputations are based on five principles: being visible, transparent, 

distinctive, consistent and authentic (Fombrun, 2004, pp. 86-95). Through personal 

communication with Paquette, the researcher documented direct reference to four of the 

five without mentioning any of them to the interviewee.

 Media visibility is a staple to the success of the Big East. The conference 

considers itself a leader in promotion and publicity and prides itself on reaching over a 

quarter of television-watching Americans (Big East Conference, 2010). Paquette also 

emphasized the need for consistency. His office strives to provide the same message 

through every medium, to every stakeholder internally and externally. Consistent 

messages make the reputation more believable to audiences outside of the organization. 
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Closely related to consistency is transparency. Making transparency a priority ensures 

that the conference members are following NCAA guidelines, which is also imperative to 

a positive reputation. Paquette also brought up distinctiveness when discussing that the 

Big East stands apart from other conferences as the nation’s largest Division I-A 

conference.

Other Conclusions

 Although not raised in the literature reviewed for this study, the author felt it 

necessary to mention public relations as a management function. Communication is an 

integral part of the conference, but the research revealed that the communications arm of 

the Big East lacks decision-making power. In the case of this conference, the public 

relations professionals answer to the schools they are working for. They do not act as a 

management function, especially for major decisions. The staff does not provide input 

when decisions are being made, but just deal with communicating the outcomes of the 

decisions member institutions make, for better or for worse. 

Limitations and Future Research

Limitations

There are a number of variables that limit the value and scope of this case study. 

First is the fact that this study only focuses on one organization, and therefore cannot 

offer any understanding as to how other organizations work. The findings cannot be 

generalized to fit the needs of other athletic conferences or any type of organization. The 

second limitation was the narrow viewpoint provided by the interviewees. Schools can 
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have varying perspectives. In this study, only the perspective of a large private school 

with a tradition of athletic success (Syracuse University) was accounted for. The study 

would have been more complete if more of the diverse Big East membership had been 

represented. This leads to the third limitation. The researcher was under the time 

constraints of one semester to complete this study. More detail and viewpoints would 

have been accessible with the availability of more research time. 

Future Research

 Additional research would further the understanding of reputation management 

within strategic alliances. Examination of a few areas would greatly expand on this study:

• The development of a larger case study that accounts for the opinions of all of its 

members in the research would offer a full picture of the strategic alliance’s reputation 

management practices.

• Research into the reputation management practices of other strategic alliances would 

allow for results to be generalized. 

• There is a need for further research into strategic alliances involving organizations 

versus companies. This case study pointed out that not all strategic alliances are formed 

for the benefit of the parent organization. Further study would be needed to make a 

differentiation between the two.

• This study would also be interesting to do with a conference in a different NCAA 

division or at the professional level to see if the findings are relevant regardless of 

factors such as size and funding.
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Appendix A

Initial Contact

 Before the interview, the researcher will use the following letter to contact the 

main Big East contact via email.

Hi [Name],

Thank you for agreeing to take time to be interviewed by me on [date]. I appreciate you 
arranging my other interviews with [name] and [name] also. 

In order to save time when we meet I would appreciate if you could email a little 
background information ahead of time. I will need:

 • job title

 • brief description of the structure of your communications department (a couple 
of sentences)

 • brief job description

 • length of time with the Big East

 • Address (direction purposes)

 • If you can think of any archival materials that you could supply me with 
regarding you internal communications and organizational reputation I would 
greatly appreciate those as well

Thank you so much for your help with this project. I am excited to meet with you to 
further discuss this on [date].

Sarah Houseknecht

Before the other two interviews, the researcher will send the following email to a 

conference staff member and the communications director of a member university.

Dear [Name],
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Thanks you for agreeing to do an interview with me. Your participation is very helpful to 
my case study research of the Big East Conference. As [main contact] explained, I am 
conducting this research for one of my public relations graduate classes. The study will 
focus on how the Big East manages its reputation in a complex business structure that 
must account for the reputations of its member organizations.

In order to save some time during our meeting, I would ask you to please send me the 
following materials in advance:

 • job title

 • brief description of the structure of your communications department (a couple 
of sentences)

 • brief job description

 • length of time with/working with the Big East

 • Address (direction purposes)

 • If you can think of any archival materials that you could supply me with 
regarding you internal communications and organizational reputation I would 
greatly appreciate those as well

Thanks again for agreeing to being interviewed. I look forward to meeting with you.

Sarah Houseknecht

slhousek@syr.edu

716-904-0665
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Appendix B

Interview Script and Questionnaire

 The researcher will use the following script and interview questions during all 

three of the focused interviews conducted for this case.

 Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I appreciate you sending me 
the information I requested in advance. Before we get going on my questions, do you 
have any questions you would like to ask me? Do you remind if I record our discussion 
so I can assure that your comments will be accurately reflected in my study? Your 
participation in this study is completely voluntary and you can discontinue participation 
at any time without penalty.

14. How do you define reputation?

15. How do you define identity?

16. Please describe your role in managing your organization’s reputation.

17. How does your reputation reflect the organizational identity of the [member 
schools/conference] other parts of the organization?

18. Please describe the flow of internal communication within your organization?

19. How do you communicate to your internal audiences? What methods?

20. Why do you choose these specific methods?

21. How do you ensure that the multiple reputations within the organization align 
with your corporate identity?

22. How are discrepancies regarding reputation dealt with internally?

23. (A) As the parent-organization over your member institutions, how much say do 
you have in the management of their individual reputations?

(B) As a member-organization under the conference, how much say do you have 
in the management of the overarching reputation?

24. Do you have documentation of your expectations of the [members/conference]?

25. How do you determine which [schools/conference] to enter into relationships with 
and how often are these relationships reviewed?

That wraps up my questions. Is there anything I haven’t touched on regarding 
reputation management or internal communication that you would like to add? Thank you 
so much for taking time to answer my questions. May I contact you via email if I have 
any further questions or need clarification as I work on my case study?
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Questions with “A” pertain to interviewees in the conference office, while “B” 

questions will be asked of the member institution employee.
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Sarah Houseknecht
Case Study Outline:

Background
 A) Background of collegiate athletics, setup of conferences
 B) Information on the Big East 
  • history
  • number of member institutions
  • communications system

C) Why reputation management is necessary in the Big East
  • member institutions’ individual identities 
  • strategic alliances with the conference and institutions
 D) Importance of this topic to practitioners in business/community/society
The Research Problem

A) Lack of information on reputation management within organizations that are 
built on strategic alliances

 B) Subcultural identities and reputations
Research Questions

A) How does the parent organization manage its reputation internally?
B) How does the parent organization use internal communications to deal with 

strategic alliances that do not share its identity?
C) Explanation of how the questions will solve the research problem.

Organization to be Studied
A) Information on the Big East Conference
 • history
 • number of member institutions
 • communications system
 • organizational goals
 • identity/reputation factors

Literature Review
A) Strategic Alliances
B) Reputation
C) Reputation Management
D) Internal Communications
E) Identity

Case study method
 A) Why I chose this method
 B) Advantages
 C) Disadvantages
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 D) Single-case study design
Data collection Procedures
 A) Overview
 B) Focused interview
 C) Archival materials and documentation
 D) Triangulation
Interview Questions

A) Explanation of following questions
B) List questions
C) Describe design
D) Use example
E) explain with graphic/table

Data Analysis
 A) pattern matching
 B) strategic alliance paradigms
 C) theoretical propositions
Results 
 A) general findings
 B) findings of RQ1
 C) findings of RQ2
Conclusions
 A) Intro
 B) Internal Communications
 C) Oustide-in Approach
 D) Cooperative Competition
 E) Paradigms of Strategic Alliances
 F) Five Principles of Reputation
 G) Other Results
Limitations/Future Research
 A) Limitations
 B) Future Research
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