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ABSTRACT  For two decades, research on individual and organizational celebrity has flourished. 
However, the literature remains limited in several ways. First, despite recent gains regarding the 
antecedents of  celebrity, current theory does not fully explain why celebrity resides at a spe-
cific locus (i.e., at the individual- and/or organizational level). Second, research has suggested 
that both the media and organizations play significant roles in celebrity attainment. However, 
researchers have focused more on the media’s role in creating celebrity narratives and less on the 
role that organizational communications play in the narrative process and how they affect the 
locus of  celebrity. Lastly, research has provided a fragmented picture of  individual and organi-
zational celebrity, disregarding that organizations and their leaders can share high degrees of  
positive attention (i.e., have concurrent celebrity) that likely have different effects than celebrity 
located at only one locus. We address these issues by integrating celebrity research across multi-
ple loci to develop a theory of  the narrative antecedents of  the locus of  celebrity. In doing so, we 
explain how organizations can actively create individual, organizational, or concurrent celebrity.
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INTRODUCTION

Celebrity – a label often ascribed to entertainers, athletes, and prominent actors – is 
an observable phenomenon in modern society (Gamson, 1992; Kjærgaard et al., 2011; 
Lovelace et  al.,  2018; Rindova et  al.,  2006). The intensification of  business media 
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coverage (Chouliaraki and Morsing, 2009; Kjaer and Langer, 2005) has also made it 
possible for firms and their leaders to become celebrities – that is, social actors that 
elicit high levels of  public attention and positive emotional responses from constituents 
(Lovelace et al., 2018; Rindova et al., 2006). Constituents comprise individuals with the 
potential to interact with an organization, including engaged stakeholders and more 
diffuse observers (Zavyalova et al., 2017).

Research on the antecedents of  celebrity shows that the media, CEOs, and organi-
zations play important roles in the development of  individual and organizational celeb-
rity (e.g., Hayward et  al.,  2004; Lovelace et  al.,  2018; Rindova et  al.,  2006; Zavyalova 
et al., 2017). On the one hand, the media pull non-conforming leaders and organizations 
into the limelight (Lovelace et  al.,  2022; Rindova et  al.,  2006). On the other hand, or-
ganizations and their leaders push themselves into the limelight by providing informa-
tion about their idiosyncratic and socially significant characteristics (Chatterjee and  
Pollock, 2017; Lovelace et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017).

Notwithstanding their significance, the recent theoretical and empirical advancements 
on the antecedents of  celebrity have not provided a clear understanding of  what deter-
mines its locus. For example, the launch of  an industry-disrupting product can lead to 
individual or organizational celebrity, or both. Yet, the value of  celebrity and the appro-
priability of  such value depend on its locus (Rindova et al., 2006). Moreover, by focusing 
on the role of  media narratives in creating dramatized realities at the centre of  celebrity 
development, research has not fully addressed how organizational communications can 
affect the narrative process and their role in determining the locus of  celebrity. Yet, in the 
current social media culture, organizations have much more direct access to audiences. 
Lastly, research has disregarded that organizations and their leaders can share high posi-
tive attention (e.g., Ingvar Kamprad & Ikea) – a construct we call concurrent celebrity. This is 
an important oversight because concurrent celebrity may have differential yet critical im-
plications for stakeholders’ cognition, as well as organizational decision-making and out-
comes. For example, concurrent celebrity may affect the extent to which celebrity CEOs 
become overconfident and develop an enlarged sense of  authority (Lovelace et al., 2018; 
Pollock et al., 2023).

Drawing from narrative theory (Chatman, 1978; Genette,  1980; Gerrig,  1993; van 
Dijk and Kintsch, 1983) and celebrity research (Lovelace et al., 2022; Pfarrer et al., 2010; 
Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017), we address these limitations by focusing on 
how an organization can push a locus of  celebrity onto audiences (i.e., the media and 
other constituents) by making different narrative elements more prominent in its com-
munications. Specifically, we theorize that the narrative story – that is, what is told – and 
the narrative discourse – that is, how it is told (Chatman, 1978) – affect how audiences 
construct meaning from them, allowing an organization to influence its celebrity locus. 
First, we theorize that elements of  the narrative story – that is, main and secondary char-
acters, plots, and the consistency between them – affect the locus of  celebrity. Second, we 
suggest how elements of  the narrative discourse – that is, narrator and narratee – affect 
these relationships.

Our theorizing offers three primary contributions. First, we enhance celebrity research 
by developing a theory of  the narrative antecedents of  the locus of  celebrity that allows 
us to discern why celebrity resides at the individual and/or organizational level. This is 



3Celebrity Locus and Firms’ Narratives

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

an important contribution, as research on the outcomes of  celebrity has suggested that 
its value may be contingent upon its locus. Second, we deepen current knowledge of  
organizational communications’ role as a celebrity antecedent (e.g., Lovelace et al., 2022; 
Rindova et al., 2006). In doing so, we contribute to research on how organizations ac-
tively affect the construction of  celebrity by focusing on how their communications in-
fluence the locus of  celebrity. This is particularly important given how easily modern 
organizations can directly communicate with their constituents via social media (Wang 
et al., 2021). Finally, our framework integrates celebrity research across loci by addressing 
situations in which individual and organizational celebrity are concurrent. In doing so, 
we address an important phenomenon overlooked by current theory and develop more 
comprehensive arguments reflecting salient industry examples, such as Apple and Steve 
Jobs, Tesla and Elon Musk and Amazon and Jeff  Bezos. In sum, we integrate celebrity 
research across multiple loci and offer organizations practical insights on how to make it 
about ‘me’ or ‘us’.

INDIVIDUAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL CELEBRITY: A REVIEW

Over the past two decades, research on social evaluations has made significant progress 
in distinguishing celebrity from other social approval assets. Encompassing high atten-
tion and positive emotional responses from constituents (Pollock et  al.,  2019), celebrity 
is conceptually distinct from other social evaluations such as legitimacy (Bitektine, 2011; 
Suchman, 1995), reputation (Rindova et al., 2005), status (Washington and Zajac, 2005), 
and infamy (Pollock et al., 2016) along the following dimensions: its theoretical founda-
tions, sociocognitive content, stability, development process, and mechanisms driving out-
comes. For instance, as we show in Appendix A, celebrity differs from legitimacy in that (1) 
its theoretical foundations are rooted in the sociology of  mass media (Rindova et al., 2006) 
rather than in institutional theory; (2) its main sociocognitive content is emotional (Pollock 
et al., 2019) rather than cognitive, moral, or pragmatic; (3) it is more transitory (Zavyalova 
et al., 2017) rather than stable; (4) it develops via the media creation of  dramatized reali-
ties (Rindova et al., 2006) rather than via external validation provided by conformity and 
social ties; and (5) its positive effects on a social actor’s exchange relationships are driven 
by high arousal and perceived attractiveness (Pollock et al., 2019) rather than by a sense of  
acceptance and endorsement.

Notably, researchers have considered celebrity distinct from its negative counterpart 
– namely, infamy (Pollock et al., 2016). Unlike other social approval assets such as repu-
tation, celebrity is an exclusively positive evaluation and thus ranges from neutral to pos-
itive (see Pollock et al., 2019). As Pollock and colleagues reviewed, ‘this structure reflects 
the fact that positive and negative emotions operate along separate continua (Rozin and 
Royzman, 2001), generating high and low levels of  fundamentally different experiences 
and behaviours’ (2019, p. 464). Despite this distinction, infamy can develop for celebrity 
organizations when constituents interpret and identify with socially salient events differ-
ently (Pollock et al., 2016; Zavyalova et al., 2017). Thus, celebrity and infamy can coexist 
as independent interpretations in such a way that the dominantly positive narratives of  
a celebrity organization resonate only among some constituents (Zavyalova et al., 2017) 
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and exclude narratives about its infamous features that instead remain salient among 
other constituents (e.g., Boje, 1995; Hampel and Dalpiaz, 2023). Given our specific focus 
on understanding the locus of  the celebrity, we assume positive evaluations as our start-
ing point. That is, our theory centres on the subset of  constituents that positively evaluate 
a social actor’s behaviour.

Organizational researchers have studied celebrity at both the individual and organiza-
tional loci. Regarding the former, early studies lacked a formal definition, often conflat-
ing celebrity with other social approval assets such as status and reputation (e.g., Graffin 
et al., 2008; Wade et al., 2006) or defining it in terms of  its antecedents – for example, 
action non-conformity (Hayward et al., 2004). Regarding the latter, the theoretical un-
derpinnings of  celebrity are more solidly grounded in Rindova and colleagues’ definition 
of  celebrity as consisting of  ‘high levels of  public attention and positive emotional re-
sponses’ (2006, p. 50) as demonstrated by subsequent theoretical and empirical work (e.g., 
Hubbard et al., 2018; Pfarrer et al., 2010; Pollock et al., 2019; Zavyalova et al., 2017). In 
an initial effort to unify the two research streams (Graffin et al., 2012), some scholars have 
converged on a definition of  individual celebrity among executives and CEOs that par-
allels the definition of  organizational celebrity (Chatterjee and Pollock, 2017; Lovelace 
et al., 2018, 2022; Pollock et al., 2019, 2023).

Building on these recent contributions, we define individual and organizational celebrities 
as those social actors who attract heightened attention and elicit strong, positive emotional 
responses. Thus, the first definitional aspect of  celebrity is heightened attention (Lovelace 
et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006). Following Rindova et al. (2006, p. 50), we characterize 
this celebrity aspect as ‘large-scale public attention’. The attentional aspect of  celebrity has 
been measured via proxies of  media visibility – for example, the number of  articles men-
tioning a CEO (Lovelace et al., 2022) or organization (Pfarrer et al., 2010).

The second definitional aspect of  celebrity is strong, positive emotional responses 
(Lovelace et  al.,  2022; Pollock et  al.,  2019; Rindova et  al.,  2006). Following Pollock 
et al. (2019, p. 449), we characterize the emotional aspects of  celebrity ‘as high levels of  
arousal which lead to [positive] emotional responses that can dominate evaluation and 
decision-making processes’. This arousal derives from the excitement and engagement 
that some individuals or organizations evoke among their audiences (Pfarrer et al., 2010; 
Rindova et al., 2006). The emotional aspect of  celebrity has often been measured via the 
tenor (sentiment) of  media coverage received by CEOs (Lovelace et al., 2022) and orga-
nizations (Pfarrer et al., 2010).

Lastly, although many researchers have treated celebrity as binary (e.g., Hubbard 
et al., 2018; Pfarrer et al., 2010), recent contributions have argued for and adopted an 
ordinal conceptualization of  the construct in which A-list celebrities are very well known 
and admired among constituents, and B-list celebrities are moderately well known and 
admired (e.g., Lovelace et al., 2022; Pollock et al., 2019, 2023).

Celebrity Loci and Outcomes

Although organizations may welcome celebrity as an organizational resource regard-
less of  its locus, managing the locus at which celebrity resides is important to firms 
for multiple reasons. First, research on the outcomes of  celebrity and related social 
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approval assets suggests that CEO and organizational celebrity may have relevant 
yet potentially different effects on organizational outcomes. Specifically, while orga-
nizational celebrity can facilitate stakeholders’ positive interpretations of  earnings 
surprises (Pfarrer et  al.,  2010) and underpricing (Hubbard et  al.,  2018), individual 
celebrity may have long-term adverse effects on market performance, as celebrity 
CEOs may be overconfident and more likely to engage in activities detracting from 
their core responsibilities (Lovelace et al., 2018; Pollock et al., 2023). These potential 
differences in the consequences of  celebrity create an incentive for organizations to 
manage the locus of  celebrity.

Second, related research on star CEOs shows that they can command higher pay 
(Graffin et al., 2008; Wade et al., 2006). Specifically, Wade and colleagues found that when 
CEOs win media-sponsored awards, they receive approximately a 10 per cent immedi-
ate pay increase relative to non-star CEOs and continue to be remunerated more (Wade 
et  al.,  2006). Moreover, the pay gap between CEOs and their top management team 
members widens when organizational performance increases under the leadership of  a 
celebrated CEO (Graffin et al., 2008). To explain these findings, researchers argue that 
winning media-sponsored awards generates heightened attention and positive emotional 
responses – the core elements of  celebrity (Lovelace et  al.,  2018). As such, these find-
ings suggest that CEO celebrity may engender similar effects on CEO pay compensation, 
indicating ‘that the “ownership” of  celebrity leads to the ability to appropriate its eco-
nomic benefits’ (Rindova et al., 2006, p. 52). Relatedly, celebrity remains relatively mobile 
across organizations when residing in an individual, further hindering its potential value 
as a strategic resource leading to sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Graffin 
et al., 2012). These insights from the celebrity and related literature point to the idea that 
organizations and their leaders may have reasons to want to manage its locus.

Third, celebrity may have differential implications for organizational change pro-
cesses depending on its locus. On the one hand, theory suggests that celebrity CEOs 
leading celebrity organizations may resist organizational change, as celebrity creates 
socio-cognitive shackles that compel them to persist in the same patterns of  celebrity-
generating behaviours (Lovelace et al., 2018). On the other hand, celebrity CEOs of  
non-celebrity organizations may be able to promote stakeholders’ buy-in to change 
initiatives, which reduces resistance and facilitates the implementation of  strate-
gic change. To the extent that celebrity CEOs behave non-conformingly (Hayward 
et al., 2004), individual celebrity may provide a congruent interpretative frame, re-
ducing stakeholders’ interpretive uncertainty when evaluating organizational change 
and facilitating its implementation. Therefore, organizations may want to manage the 
locus of  celebrity during organizational change processes to avoid its ‘shackles’ and  
leverage its benefits.

Overall, these considerations highlight the importance of  organizations managing the  
locus of  celebrity. Next, we review the antecedents of  individual and organizational celebrity.

Celebrity Loci and Antecedents

Research on the antecedents of  celebrity has shown it emerges as the media pull demo-
graphically atypical leaders – for example, women and people of  colour – into the limelight 
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(Lovelace et al., 2022). Similarly, the media lavish attention on CEOs and organizations that 
take positively evaluated non-conforming actions (Lovelace et al., 2022) – that is, actions that 
either overconform to prevailing industry and societal norms and are positively evaluated 
or actions that underconform to norms but are evaluated positively (Rindova et al., 2006). 
Overall, atypical characteristics and non-conforming actions allow the media to write dra-
matized realities that focus on character development, portray change as conflict, and over-
attribute conflict resolution to the main character (Rindova et al., 2006).

Both demographic atypicality and positively evaluated non-conformity facilitate height-
ened attention (Fiske and Taylor, 2013) and newsworthiness (Shoemaker and Cohen, 2006) 
as well as positive emotional responses from audiences. Demographic atypicality allows the 
media to write and audiences to envision heroic tropes in which underdogs overcome long 
odds to success (Campbell, 2008; Lovelace et al., 2022). This facilitates ‘an emotional con-
nection for audiences, who may be inspired by these rare CEOs’ achievements’ (Lovelace 
et al., 2022, p. 1175). Similarly, positively evaluated action non-conformity facilitates audi-
ences’ emotional responses by increasing their excitement for and identification with the  
social actor (Lovelace et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017).

Celebrity can also emerge as organizations (Rindova et  al.,  2006) and their leaders 
(Chatterjee and Pollock,  2017; Lovelace et  al.,  2022) push themselves into the media 
limelight by providing information about their idiosyncratic characteristics (Lovelace 
et al., 2022), as well as salient and socially significant elements of  their identities (Zavyalova 
et al., 2017). Providing this information to the media and other organizational constitu-
ents facilitates audiences’ attention and emotional responses. For example, Lovelace and 
colleagues found that CEO push tactics (i.e., CEO prominence in firms’ press releases 
and on Twitter) are positively related to individual celebrity.

Overall, work across the two loci has highlighted the actors – that is, CEOs, organiza-
tions (e.g., Lovelace et al., 2022), the media (e.g., Rindova et al., 2006), and other constit-
uents (e.g., Zavyalova et al., 2017) – that are involved in creating celebrity. The media, 
in particular, have taken a central role in research on celebrity development as they 
forge the dramatized realities at the centre of  celebrity production (Rindova et al., 2006). 
However, the primary focus on the media has limited our understanding of  the anteced-
ents of  celebrity in several ways.

First, although research has advanced our understanding of  how certain CEOs 
(e.g., Hayward et al., 2004; Lovelace et al., 2022) or some organizations (e.g., Rindova 
et  al.,  2006; Zavyalova et  al.,  2017) become celebrities, it has not directly addressed 
what determines the locus. For example, researchers have identified an organization’s 
non-conforming actions and characteristics as central to celebrity development at both 
loci (Hayward et al., 2004; Lovelace et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006). Yet, it remains 
unclear when those non-conforming actions lead to organizational celebrity instead of  
or in addition to CEO celebrity.

Second, by focusing on the media’s role in creating narratives that build the drama-
tized reality at the core of  celebrity development (e.g., Lovelace et al., 2018; Rindova 
et  al.,  2006), research has not adequately addressed how organizations can affect the 
locus of  celebrity via their communications (see Zavyalova et  al.,  2017). Information 
subsidies are a critical source of  detail about a social actor’s idiosyncratic characteristics 
(Hayward et al., 2004; Lovelace et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017) 
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and can influence the media agenda (Atwater et al., 1987) in terms of  frequency of  cov-
erage (Ohl et al., 1995; Pollock and Rindova, 2003) and how interpretations are conveyed 
(Ohl et al., 1995). Moreover, in the social media era, organizations can reach their con-
stituents more directly (Wang et al., 2021). As such, organizational communications may 
play a more significant role in forging the dramatized reality at the centre of  celebrity 
than has been previously considered.

Finally, current research has rendered celebrity theory incomplete by theorizing and ex-
amining individual and organizational celebrity mainly in isolation. As shown in Figure 1, 
individual celebrity can exist without its organizational counterpart (Rindova et al., 2006) 
– for example, Warren Buffett at Berkshire Hathaway – and vice versa – for example, Ben 
Silbermann at Pinterest. However, individuals and their organizations may also share the 
spotlight (i.e., concurrent celebrity). Indeed, many examples used to represent individual or 
organizational celebrity separately are more appropriately described as examples of  con-
current celebrity. As such, individual and organizational celebrity co-occurrence may have 
meaningful (and undertheorized) implications for stakeholders’ cognition, managerial 
decision-making, and organizational outcomes. For example, concurrent celebrity may affect 
the extent to which celebrity CEOs become overconfident and develop an enlarged sense of  
authority (Lovelace et al., 2018; Pollock et al., 2023).

Overall, these issues signal the need to further integrate theory on the antecedents of  indi-
vidual and organizational celebrity. We address this need by bridging individual and organi-
zational research to explain how organizations can affect the locus of  celebrity. Specifically, 
we leverage insights from narrative theory (Chatman, 1978; Genette, 1980; Gerrig, 1993; 
van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983) and celebrity theory (Lovelace et al., 2022) to develop arguments 

Figure 1. Celebrity loci

Individual Celebrity

No Yes

ytirbele
Clanoitazinagr

O

N
o

The Honest Co. – J. Alba (U.S)

Virgin Group – R. Branson (U.S.)

Berkshire Hathaway – W. Buffett (U.S.)

Harpo Productions – O. Winfrey (U.S.)

Reliant Industries – M. Ambani (India)

Fiat Chrysler Automobiles – S. Marchionne (Italy)

Grupo Futuro  – R. Sevilla (Ecuador)

Won soju – J. Park (South Korea)

Y
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Netflix – R. Hastings & T. Sarandos (U.S.)

Pinterest – B. Silbermann (U.S.)

Volvo AB – M. Lundstedt (Sweden)

Corporación Favorita – R. Martínez (Ecuador)

Marimekko – Tiina Alahuhta-Kasko (Finland)

Gentle Monster – Han-gook Kim (South Korea)

Naver – Soo-Yeon Choi (South Korea)

Didi – Cheng Wei (China)

Amazon & J. Bezos (U.S.)

Apple & S. Jobs (U.S.)

Tesla & E. Musk (U.S.)

Facebook (Meta) & M. Zuckerberg (U.S.)

Ikea & I. Kamprad (Sweden)

Spotify & D. Ek (Sweden)

Flipkart & S. Bansal (India)

Tata Motors & G. Wagh (India)

Grupo Noboa & Á. Noboa (Ecuador)

Nokia & J. Ollila (Finland)

LG & K.-M. Koo (South Korea)

Ottogi & Y.-J. Ham (South Korea)

Alibaba & J. Ma (China)

Huawei Technologies & R. Zhengfei (China)
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regarding how organizations can use narrative elements in their communications to focus  
audiences’ attention and emotional responses towards their desired celebrity locus.

ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATIONS AND THE LOCUS OF 
CELEBRITY

Organizational communications include press releases – that allow organizations to 
influence the media directly – and other materials such as books, websites, and social 
media accounts – that allow organizations to communicate with other constituents more 
directly (Wang et al., 2021). Such communications often promote specific narratives ‘to 
configure “an initial state of  affair, an event or action, and a consequent state of  affair” 
(Czarniawska, 1998, p. 2) “into a temporal unity” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 5)’ (Dalpiaz 
and Di Stefano, 2018, pp. 666–7).

Narratives are important to organizational life and have received attention across 
various disciplines (Brown, 2006; Currie and Brown, 2003), shaping audiences’ inter-
pretations of  organizations’ and leaders’ actions and characteristics. For example, narra-
tives are critical for newer organizations to gain recognition in the marketplace, as they 
are ‘an integral part of  the process by which founders construct new ventures, acquire 
needed capital, and generate wealth’ (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994, p. 545; Lounsbury and 
Glynn, 2001). Similarly, narratives are essential for established organizations, as manag-
ers use them to construct meaning to initiate (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991) and imple-
ment change (Dalpiaz and Di Stefano, 2018; Sonenshein, 2010).

Audiences seeking to comprehend organizational communications draw from infor-
mation and heuristics to interpret and construct meaning from the situations described 
(Johnson-Laird, 1983; van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983; Zwaan and Radvansky, 1998). Thus, 
building on narrative theory (Chatman,  1978; Genette,  1980) and scholarship on the 
narrative-mind nexus (Herman, 2012), we first theorize that audiences use the narrative 
story – that is, what is told in organizational communication (Chatman, 1978) – as an in-
formational cue to draw inferences that affect their interpretation of  organizational com-
munications and thus the locus of  celebrity.[1] Specifically, we theorize that organizations 
can influence the locus of  their celebrity by predominantly adopting specific characters 
(P1, P2) and plots (P3) and by doing so consistently (P4), as such elements of  the narrative 
story determine the locus at which audiences will focus their attention and positive emo-
tional arousal – the two constituting elements of  celebrity.

Second, we suggest that the narrative discourse – that is, how a story is told (Chatman, 1978) 
– has important implications for these primary relationships. Specifically, we suggest that 
using a homodiegetic narrator (i.e., a narrator that is also a main character) may influence 
how effectively the predominance of  specific main characters can determine celebrity locus 
(P5). Similarly, we suggest that the predominance of  a second-person narratee determines the 
effectiveness of  main characters and plots in affecting celebrity locus (P6, P7).[2]

Narrative Story

A narrative story refers to the content of  the narrative and includes the characters and the 
plots delineating the events they partake in. Characters are vital elements of  the narrative 
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story (Chatman,  1978) and ‘verbally represent human-[like] beings through the action, 
speech, description, and commentary created by the author’ (Hastuti, 2023, p. 88). To the 
extent that ‘narratives are always about someone or something’ (Pentland, 1999, p. 712), a 
narrative story is created to describe how characters act and react to the narrated events 
(Hastuti, 2023). A narrative story often includes main and secondary characters. Next, we  
formally theorize how each of  these narrative story elements affects the locus of  celebrity.

Main characters. Main characters serve a central structural position in the narrative story – 
that is, the principal causal agents behind the reported actions – and, relative to secondary 
characters, are described with more specific and distinctive traits (Bal, 2009; Pentland, 1999). 
Organizational communications often cast an individual or the organization as the main 
character (Lovelace et al., 2022; Rindova et al., 2006). Based on the sociocognitive content 
of  celebrity – that is, heightened attention and positive emotional responses – we offer two 
reasons why the predominance of  a main character in communications regarding an event 
affects how audiences interpret them and thus the celebrity locus.

First, main characters are central to narration as they play an agentic role and are con-
structed with information highlighting their idiosyncratic characteristics and distinctive ac-
tions (Bal, 2009). This centrality makes them more salient than other characters (Fiske and 
Taylor, 2013), thus increasing the likelihood that heightened attention – a central component 
of  celebrity – will be focused on the same locus. Moreover, the centrality of  main characters 
in the narrative story renders them more cognitively accessible, making information about 
them easier to recall – ‘as recently and frequently activated ideas come to mind more easily’ 
(Fiske and Taylor, 2013, p. 73). In turn, accessibility increases the likelihood that audiences will 
use these characters to form attributions when interpreting information regarding an organi-
zation’s non-conforming actions and characteristics. Thus, as organizations increase the cen-
trality, salience, and accessibility of  a specific main character through their communications, 
audiences’ attention becomes focused on that locus.

Second, audiences tend to process the emotional implications of  narrative events 
based on the main character’s point of  view (Coplan, 2004; Gernsbacher et al., 1992). 
By feeling empathy – that is, an imaginative process involving both cognition and 
emotion for which individuals understand and experience another’s emotions through 
perspective-taking (Cuff  et al., 2016) – audiences adopt the main character’s point of  
view and experience their emotions (Coplan, 2004, p. 143). This increases emotional 
engagement and identification with the main character (Coplan, 2004) and facilitates 
the activation of  same-locus emotional evaluations. Thus, as organizations foster em-
pathy, emotional engagement, and identification with the main character through 
their communications, they can affect the locus of  celebrity by focusing audiences’ 
emotions – which, with attention, are central to the sociocognitive content of  celeb-
rity (Pollock et al., 2019) – on a specific locus.

For example, Richard Branson is featured predominantly in the communications 
of  the Virgin Group. His predominance as the main character in these narratives 
increases the likelihood that audiences’ attention and positive emotional engagement 
will be focused on him, fostering individual celebrity. In contrast, Netflix’s predom-
inance as the main character in organizational communications increases the like-
lihood that audiences’ attention and emotional engagement will be focused on the 
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organization, fostering organizational celebrity. Lastly, Apple’s communication about 
product launches often featured Steve Jobs and Apple as co-main characters, attract-
ing attention and emotional responses at both loci. In sum, organizations can affect 
their locus of  celebrity by predominantly adopting specific main characters in their 
narratives. Given their salience and accessibility, main characters attract and retain 
audiences’ attention and promote positive emotional perspective-taking at the same 
locus.

Proposition 1 (P1):  Predominantly adopting the CEO, the organization, or 
both as the main characters in organizational narratives increases the likeli-
hood that they will be the locus of  celebrity.

Secondary characters. Although main characters are most prominent and at the centre of  
the narrative action, secondary characters contribute to main character development 
by offering insight, initiating change, and often acting as ‘catalysts for major events’ 
(Curran et al., 2024; Hastuti, 2023, p. 28). As such, secondary characters are usually 
understood based on their archetypical function in relationship to the main character, 
are not independent from them (Curran et al., 2024; Moin, 2020), and are described 
with less specific and distinctive traits. For our theorizing, we categorize secondary 
characters as either mirrors – that is, those characters that advance the narrative 
story by supporting the main character on their journey – or foils – that is, those 
characters that advance the narrative story by challenging the main character (Curran 
et al., 2024).

First, organizational communications may combine main and mirror characters. 
For example, IKEA’s website chronicles its history by combining the co-main charac-
ters Ingvar Kamprad and IKEA with ‘co-conspirators in the[ir] trade fair fight’ such as 
the upholstery factory Rune Rings.[3] In the narrative, Rune Rings helps IKEA and its 
founder participate in trade shows they would have otherwise been banned from in order 
to grow market share. However, Rune Rings only serves a marginal agentic role in the 
narrated actions. Instead, both IKEA and Kamprad are portrayed as main characters, 
taking actions, experiencing challenges, and overcoming the competition.

We contend that organizations reduce the likelihood that celebrity will develop at 
the main characters’ locus when their communications predominantly combine main 
characters with a specific mirror character. While one piece of  communication com-
bining the main character with a specific mirror may not be enough to activate sig-
nificant attention and emotional arousal towards the mirror character, when the main 
character is combined with a specific mirror in the majority of  a firm’s narratives, the 
mirror’s supporting role facilitates a spillover of  attention and emotionality from the 
main character to the mirror. This can reduce the likelihood celebrity will focus on 
the main character level.

On the one hand, when the same mirror characters appear in a majority of  organiza-
tional communications, they become salient and socially significant to the audience via 
their association with the main character (Fiske and Taylor, 2013), facilitating an attention 
spillover effect. On the other hand, the supporting function of  mirror characters facilitates 
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positive emotional spillover as the secondary character draws the audience to its congruent 
relationship with the main character (Curran et al., 2024).

Moreover, due to their supporting narrative function, mirrors are likely to affect how 
audiences attribute positive non-conformity and, consequently, the locus at which they 
will focus attention and positive emotional arousal. Specifically, when presented as re-
peatedly offering support to the main character, mirrors may reduce the likelihood that 
audiences will focus on the main character to develop attributions for the non-conforming 
actions at the centre of  celebrity.

In sum, given the congruent relationship between the main and mirror characters, 
audience attention and positive emotional arousal for the main character are likely to 
spill over to the mirror. In turn, as mirrors inform audiences’ attributions of  positive non-
conformity, they reduce the likelihood that celebrity will focus on the main character’s 
locus.[4]

Proposition 2a (P2a):  Predominantly combining main characters with a 
mirror reduces the likelihood that the main characters will be the locus of  
celebrity.

Second, organizational communications may combine main characters and foils. For 
example, Sergio Marchionne portrayed Fiat as a foil he needed to reform: ‘Fiat was a 
laughingstock. Whenever you opened a newspaper in Italy, there was another embarrass-
ing story: Fiat had lost more money; its new car had flopped; a strike was on somewhere.  
[…] From day one, I recognized that Fiat had a leadership problem’ (Marchionne, 2008).

In another example, IKEA’s website chronicles its history by pitting the main charac-
ters Ingvar Kamprad and IKEA against its competitors (e.g., ‘Ingvar Kamprad’s experi-
ment in selling furniture went well. So well, indeed, that the traditional furniture industry 
felt threatened by the rebel […] But Ingvar and Ikea not only had problems at trade fairs. 
[…] the furniture retail association had started threatening suppliers: sell to Ikea, and 
we’ll stop buying from you’[5]). As demonstrated by these examples, a foil represents an 
antagonist and creates the challenges the main character needs to overcome (Lovelace 
et al., 2018). Thus, a foil serves a structural position that is not likely to attract positive 
emotional attention.

We contend that when organizational communications predominantly combine a main 
character with a specific foil, they strengthen the likelihood that celebrity will develop at 
the main character level. In this type of  organizational narrative, the foil fosters the 
development of  a compelling main character’s arc (Weiland, 2016, p. 111). By being a 
catalyst for conflict, a foil increases the newsworthiness of  the narrative (Shoemaker and 
Cohen, 2006), facilitating attention, and is better suited to creating emotionally laden re-
actions towards winners and losers (Rindova et al., 2006), facilitating emotional arousal. 
Research shows a celebrity’s competitor experiences an increase in audience attention 
but negative emotionality due to the adversary role played against the celebrity (Curran 
et al., 2024). We expect a similar effect when the majority of  organizational communi-
cations depict a specific foil that the main character needs to reform or defeat. Thus, 
we theorize that when organizational communications predominantly combine main 
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characters with foils, they increase audience attention and positive emotional arousal at 
the main character’s locus.

In sum, organizations can affect their locus of  celebrity by predominantly combining a 
main character with a specific foil. The adversarial relationship between the main char-
acter and the foil generates a compelling character arc that will likely increase audience 
attention and emotional arousal for the main character. Although the adversarial posi-
tion of  the foil may facilitate attentional and emotional spillover from the main character 
to the foil, the emotionality will likely be negative, hindering the likelihood that the foil 
will achieve celebrity.

Proposition 2b (P2b):  Predominantly combining main characters with a 
foil amplifies the likelihood that the main characters will be the locus of  
celebrity.

Next, we theorize how plot (another element of  the narrative story) affects the locus 
of  celebrity.

Plots. A plot, a series of  logically and chronologically related events (Herman et al., 2005), 
is another central feature of  the narrative story (Barthes, 2004; Bruner, 1990; Buchanan 
and Dawson, 2007; Pentland, 1999). Indeed, in its most basic form, a narrative requires 
‘an original state of  affair, an action or an event, and the consequent state of  affair’ 
(Buchanan and Dawson, 2007; Czarniawska, 1998, p. 2).

Yet, actions themselves do not necessarily determine the plot; instead, organizations 
can select putative consequences (Buchanan and Dawson, 2007) to magnify audiences’ 
perceptions of  non-conformity. In other words, given that non-conformity is an essential 
feature of  celebrity and has become a crucial ingredient in its canonical frame of  refer-
ence (Boje, 1995; Hubbard et al., 2018; Pentland, 1999), organizations often use plots to 
highlight the consequences of  their actions as positively non-conforming. For instance, 
narratives on a product launch may promote different plots depending on the magnitude 
of  consequences they highlight, such as (1) an individual plot based on the launch effect 
on a founder’s or CEO’s life, (2) an organizational plot focusing on the launch’s effect 
on the organization, or (3) an industry or societal plot focusing on its industry or societal 
effect.

We theorize that the predominance of  specific plots in organizational communi-
cations affects how audiences attribute positive non-conformity and consequently, 
the locus at which they focus attention and positive emotional arousal. Audiences 
seeking to comprehend a plot use stated information to construct causal inferences 
(Johnson-Laird, 1983). In doing so, audiences balance their need for plausible narra-
tives (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2008) with their need for dramatic tension (Bann and 
Bowlt, 1973), creating a dialectic: Highly plausible narratives lack dramatic tension 
and are boring, but highly dramatic and defamiliarizing narratives, while exciting, 
lack plausibility and may be scrutinized and rejected (Barry and Elmes, 1997). We first 
discuss the two sides of  the dialectic separately before combining them to culminate 
our theorizing.
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On the one hand, audiences need plausible plots (Barry and Elmes, 1997). Thus, they 
make causal inferences via heuristics such as consequence-cause matching – that is, the as-
sumption that for an explanation to be plausible, the magnitude of  a cause should be akin 
to its consequences (Kelley and Michela, 1980; LeBoeuf  and Norton, 2011; White, 2009). 
For example, individuals conclude that the same product failure (e.g., computer crash) is 
due to a larger cause (e.g., a widespread virus) when it is presented as having far-reaching 
consequences (e.g., job loss), and a smaller cause (e.g., cooling fan malfunction) when pre-
sented as having less significant consequences (LeBoeuf  and Norton, 2011). In this way, 
consequence-cause matching acts as a ‘cue-to-causality’ (Einhorn and Hogarth, 1986, 
p. 6) by increasing audiences’ confidence in a more predictable world (Heider,  1958; 
LeBoeuf  and Norton, 2011). Further, consequence-cause matching allows audiences to 
navigate the cognitive overload generated by organizations’ increased flow of  informa-
tion (Feather, 2013; White, 2009). Thus, organizations can directly affect how audiences 
construct causal meaning by varying the magnitude of  consequences involved in their 
communications’ plots.

On the other hand, audiences need dramatic tension (Barry and Elmes,  1997). As 
such, while seeking to comprehend a plot, audiences build causal inferences that allow 
them to experience dramatic tension and suspense (Chatman, 1978; Rindova et al., 2006; 
Shoemaker and Cohen, 2006; Tobin, 2018). Dramatic tension is often built by increas-
ing the stakes involved in the narrative and how difficult it is to achieve them (Szilas and 
Richle, 2013). If  the selected causal inference renders an interpretation that is too low-
stakes or simple to achieve, audiences cannot wonder if  the consequences laid out in the 
plot will be achieved (Tobin, 2018) – they expect they will. Conversely, the uncertainty of  
pairing causal inferences with higher stakes and more complex consequences raises dra-
matic tension (Tobin, 2018), as audiences perceive the plot has less chance of  succeeding. 
Given their need for dramatic tension, audiences construct plot-based causal attributions 
to experience some suspense. Thus, organizations can affect how audiences construct  
causal meaning by varying the magnitude of  consequences involved in their plots.

Taken together, we theorize that organizations can affect the locus of  celebrity by 
adopting specific plots in their narratives. Plots affect audiences’ causal inferences in at-
tributing an organization’s positively evaluated non-conformity because audiences select 
causal inferences that best allow them to balance plausibility with the need for dramatic 
tension. By eliciting specific causal explanations, plots facilitate the accessibility of  attri-
butions at a specific locus (increasing audiences’ attention at the same locus) and evoke 
excitement and positive emotional arousal at the same locus.

Specifically, audiences select individual causal inferences when an organization uses 
individual plots (e.g., a plot based on a new product launch’s effect on the life of  a 
founder or CEO). These attributions allow audiences to construct a causal understand-
ing of  the narrated events that is both plausible and emotionally arousing. Individual 
plots focus on personal achievement, often developing a character arc of  positive change 
(Weiland,  2016). By selecting individual attributions to explain individual plots, audi-
ences can evoke the broader cultural myth of  the self-reliant, self-made person that 
can ‘avoid critical analysis by virtue of  [its] repetition over time’ (Suddaby et al., 2023,  
p. 230). In this way, individual attributions allow audiences to build plausible yet emo-
tionally resonant narrative interpretations.
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Proposition 3a (P3a):  Individual celebrity is more likely when organizational 
narratives predominantly adopt individual plots.

Further, we theorize that audiences can select individual and organizational causal 
inferences when organizations use organizational plots in their communications (e.g., 
a plot focusing a new product launch on the organization). Overall organizational level 
plots are more flexible than individual-level plots because they allow for the possibility 
of  both individual and organizational attributions. Both attributions allow audiences to 
construct a causal understanding of  the narrated events that is both plausible and emo-
tionally arousing. Thus, in these situations, the configuration of  plots with other narrative 
elements (e.g., main character and secondary character) becomes central to determining 
the locus of  celebrity.[6] For example, when Sergio Marchionne (main character) framed 
the launch of  the New Fiat 500 as not ‘the launch of  a car, but the launch of  the Fiat 
group’[7] (i.e., organizational plot), audiences were more likely to interpret the narrative 
by selecting individual causal explanations (his ability to turn around the Fiat Group, now 
FCA). Indeed, a focus on the individual provided a balanced explanation for organiza-
tional outcomes that was plausible – that is, appropriate in terms of  consequence-cause 
matching – and has some dramatic tension – that is, it is an “emotionally satisfying” 
explanation (Meindl and Ehrlich, 1987, p. 92).

Proposition 3b (P3b):  Individual and organizational celebrity are more likely 
when organizational narratives predominantly adopt organizational plots.

Lastly, we theorize audiences can make individual, organizational, and concurrent causal 
inferences when an organization uses plots highlighting industry or societal consequences 
(e.g., a plot focusing on a product launch’s effect on the industry or society). In these situations, 
audiences seek to explain an event with farther-reaching consequences via a plausible yet 
dramatic, emotionally arousing explanation. Matching industry or societal consequences 
with individual, organizational, or concurrent explanations allows audiences to make sense 
of  the narrative through a plausible explanation that still offers an appropriate degree of  
dramatic tension. Although plausible contributors to industry or societal shifts, causal infer-
ences focused exclusively on higher magnitude factors – for example, the collective action of  
industry competitors or demographic changes – would not offer enough dramatic tension. 
Overall, therefore, industry and societal level plots are the most flexible plots, allowing the 
possibility of  individual, organizational, and concurrent celebrity to emerge. Once again, we 
contend that, when using this type of  plot, its configuration with other narrative elements 
(e.g., main character and secondary character) becomes central to determining the locus of  
celebrity. For example, when Facebook communicates major product changes by highlight-
ing the consequences on the industry and how people build social interactions, audiences are 
more likely to select individual, organizational, or concurrent causal explanations based on 
the overall configuration of  narrative elements.[8]

Proposition 3c (P3c):  Individual, organizational, and concurrent celebrity 
are more likely when organizational narratives predominantly adopt in-
dustry or societal plots.
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To this point, we have discussed the effects of  characters and plots on celebrity locus. 
We next theorize how consistency across such elements of  the narrative story may have 
important implications for these relationships.

Consistency between characters and plots. Corporate communication scholars agree on the value 
of  consistent messaging (Johansen and Andersen, 2012). However, due to their collective 
nature, organizations may have multiple authors who produce different communication 
materials (Chreim, 2005). As such, organizational communications may lack consistency. 
Inconsistencies in characters or plots concerning the same event are especially likely to 
undermine the organization’s ability to influence the locus of  celebrity. For example, an 
organization may issue a press release about the launch of  a new product that highlights 
the role of  the R&D team (organizational main character) as well as the impact the 
product will have on the industry as a whole (industry plot). At the same time, the CEO 
may give an interview emphasizing their own personal role in the development of  
the product (individual main character) and how working on it has affected their lives 
(individual plot). Inconsistency in organizational communications about the same event 
cedes the power to shape the dominant interpretation, and thus the loci of  celebrity, to 
the media and other constituents.

As communication efforts that avoid message fragmentation tend to be more ef-
fective (Heath, 1994; van Riel, 1997; van Riel and Fombrun, 2007), we theorize that 
the consistency across narrative story elements (i.e., promoting similar characters 
and plots through different communications about the same event) increases their 
effectiveness in determining celebrity locus. First, consistent narrative story elements 
may reduce audiences’ reliance on effortful cognitive processing because the absence 
of  competing alternatives reduces the need to select the best option (see Fiske and 
Taylor, 2013). In contrast, when audiences are exposed to inconsistent narrative story 
elements, they may become motivated to engage in more effortful cognitive process-
ing that can reduce the overall ability of  each narrative story element to affect the 
locus of  celebrity.

Second, the availability of  multiple communication materials providing corroborating 
and consistent narrative story elements fosters audiences’ belief  that the sources are trust-
worthy, increasing both message and source credibility (Druckman, 2001; Lupia, 2002; 
Olmos, 2015; Pennington and Hastie, 1992). In contrast, inconsistency in characters or 
plots promoted across different communications about the same event may reduce cred-
ibility by providing contradictory information to audiences. When organizations fail to 
speak with ‘one voice’ (Heath, 1994), such inconsistencies become salient and can under-
mine the effectiveness of  their communication efforts.

In sum, by promoting more automatic cognitive processing and increasing message and 
source credibility, consistency in characters or plots across different organizational communi-
cations about the same event increases its effectiveness in determining celebrity locus.

Proposition 4 (P4):  Predominantly adopting consistent characters and plots 
across different communications about the same event amplifies the positive re-
lationship between these narrative story elements and the locus of  celebrity.
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Thus far, we have theorized that the narrative story – that is, what is told – can influ-
ence an organization’s celebrity locus by predominantly adopting specific characters (P1, 
P2) and plots (P3), and by doing so consistently (P4). We next suggest that the narrative 
discourse – that is, how a story is told (Chatman, 1978) – has important implications for 
these relationships.

Narrative Discourse

Narrative discourse is the expression of  the narrative story – that is, ‘the means by which 
the content [characters and plot] is communicated’ (Chatman, 1978, p. 19) – and it com-
prises both a narrator and a narratee. We suggest that a homodiegetic narrator (i.e., a nar-
rator who is also a character in the narrative story) may influence how effectively a main 
character determines celebrity locus (P5). Similarly, we suggest that a second-person nar-
ratee (i.e., directly addressing audiences, making them part of  the narrative story) may  
determine the effectiveness of  characters (P6) and plots (P7) in affecting celebrity locus.

Narrators. A narrative perspective concerns how vantage points on the narrative stories 
are encoded in the narrative discourse and interpreted by audiences (Herman, 2009,  
p. 122). Ultimately, ‘a narrative is something that someone tells’. As such, it encompasses 
a narrator – that is, the agent that tells the narrative (Genette, 1980; Hatch, 1996; Herman 
et  al.,  2005; Pentland,  1999, p. 712). Narrators can be homo- or heterodiegetic. A 
homodiegetic narrator is a character in the narrative story (Genette, 1980; Jesch and 
Stein, 2009; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). For example, ‘We’re delivering our largest selection 
of  products at the fastest speed ever’ (Amazon,  2023). In contrast, a heterodiegetic 
narrator is not a character in the narrative story (Genette, 1980; Jesch and Stein, 2009; 
Rimmon-Kenan, 1983) – for example, ‘Utah Medical has introduced two new products 
[…] both of  which are expected to be significant contributors to future earnings’ (Utah-
Medical,  1991). We theorize that using a homodiegetic main character narrator may 
increase the effects of  the predominance of  main characters on the locus of  celebrity for 
three reasons.

First, a narrator serves as a narrative and linguistic cue that modulates audiences’ 
attention and the perspective from which they cognitively process the narrative story el-
ements (Brunyé et al., 2009; Chatman, 1978; Genette, 1980). When the main character 
assumes the narrator role (homodiegetic), audiences pay more attention to it. In other 
words, by serving this dual function (main character and narrator), the main character 
appears more salient relative to other characters, commanding greater attention on the 
same locus (Fiske and Taylor, 2013).

Second, a homodiegetic main character narrator allows narratives to take an in-
ternal focalization through the main character’s consciousness (Culler,  1980) – often 
using first-person pronouns – rather than an external focalization on the character 
(Culler,  1980) – often using third-person pronouns. An internal focalization via a 
homodiegetic main character narrator provides the audience with an inner view of  
the main character’s mind, increasing the audience’s ability to identify with and like 
the main character (Weiland, 2011). Experimental results show that readers exposed 
to a homodiegetic, internally focalized narrator are more likely to take the main 
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character–narrator’s perspective (Creer et al., 2019), experience increased identifica-
tion with it, and perceive it as more likable (Jumpertz and Tary, 2020).

Third, a homodiegetic main character-narrator with an internal focalization be-
comes a vehicle for emotionally laden messages in which the narrator can directly 
express the main character’s ‘values, attitudes, intimate feelings, and […] moods’ 
(Stern, 1991, p. 11). As such, these messages reflect the character’s emotions directly. 
Thus, a main character narrator can strengthen the empathetic effect of  the pre-
dominance of  the main character on the audience’s emotional response. With this 
type of  narrator, audiences are more inspired to feel emotionally closer to the main 
character than to other characters (Stern, 1991). This perception of  closeness fosters 
an emotional relationship between audiences and the main character (Horton and 
Wohl,  1956) and amplifies the main character’s effect in influencing the locus of  
celebrity.

While we suggest that the amplification effects of  homodiegetic narrators should work 
similarly for both individual (P1a) and organizational main character narrators (P1b), 
the effect may still be positive but smaller when two main characters share the narrative 
spotlight (P1c). Using two homodiegetic narrators with an internal focalization effectively 
creates a variable focalization such that the point of  view from which the narrative is told 
changes throughout it (Genette, 1980). In these situations, the strengthening effect of  
the homodiegetic main character narrators may be smaller because it presses the audi-
ence to stretch their attention and emotional connection across different main characters 
(Weiland, 2011).

Proposition 5a (P5a):  Predominantly adopting a single homodiegetic main 
character narrator in organizational narratives amplifies the likelihood that 
the main character will be the locus of  celebrity.

Proposition 5b (P5b):  Predominantly adopting homodiegetic co-main char-
acters’ narrators in organizational narratives amplifies the relationship be-
tween co-main characters and concurrent celebrity, but to a lesser degree 
than for a single homodiegetic main character narrator.

Narratees. A narratee is the agent to whom the narrator tells the narrative (Herman 
et al., 2005), which can be told either in the second- or third-person voice. A second-person 
narratee brings audiences into the narrative by addressing them directly and identifying 
them as beneficiaries of  the narrative story. For example, in a recent Apple product launch 
event, the most frequently used word on stage was ‘you’ (over 230 mentions in 1 h).[9] 
A third-person narratee, instead, signals that audiences are external to the narrative 
story – for example, ‘our commitment to building more powerful connections between 
Rhapsody and its customers so we can better […] meet their needs’ (Rhapsody, 2019). Given a 
second-person narratee’s power in bringing audiences into the narrative story using ‘you’, 
we suggest that its predominance in organizational communications may strengthen the 
previously formalized relationships.

First, by inviting the audience into the narrative, a second-person narratee may am-
plify the relationship between characters and celebrity locus. A second-person narratee 
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breaks the fourth wall that separates characters from audiences (Sorlin, 2015). This 
choice transports audiences into the narrative story experienced by the characters 
(Gerrig, 1993; Green and Brock, 2000, 2002) and assigns them a character-like status 
(Sorlin, 2015), thus reducing the distance between the audience and the characters 
(Chatman, 1978). This proximity strengthens the characters’ motivational relevance, 
increasing the attention audiences will pay to them (Fiske and Taylor, 2013). Moreover, 
by more personally involving the audience in the narrative story, a second-person nar-
ratee may facilitate greater empathy, emotional engagement, and identification with 
the characters, enhancing the effect of  the predominance of  specific characters on 
celebrity locus.

Proposition 6 (P6):  Predominantly adopting second-person narratees in or-
ganizational narratives amplifies the likelihood that the main characters will 
be the locus of  celebrity.

Second, by strengthening the use of  consequence-cause matching and the need for 
some dramatic content, a second-person narratee may amplify the relationship between 
specific plots and celebrity locus. As the plot becomes personally relevant, audiences 
engage more emotionally with it (Fludernik,  1994). Since emotional stimuli increase 
the speed of  audiences’ cognitive reactions (Kissler et al., 2007), a second-person nar-
ratee can promote audiences’ reliance on consequence-cause matching when selecting 
causal information to interpret the narrative (Levine and Edelstein, 2009). Moreover, 
audience transport into the narrative is more enjoyable if  it entails tension and suspense 
(Green et al., 2004). Thus, a second-person narratee that brings audiences into the nar-
rative can strengthen audience preference for maintaining dramatic tension by selecting 
suspense-producing causal explanations. By simultaneously strengthening audiences’ use 
of  consequence-cause matching to build plausibility and preference for dramatic tension,  
using a second-person narratee may amplify the relationship between a plot and celeb-
rity locus.

Proposition 7 (P7):  Predominantly adopting second-person narratees in or-
ganizational narratives amplifies the likelihood that the plot will affect the 
locus of  celebrity.

NARRATIVE CONFIGURATIONS

In our final section, we leverage our theorizing to highlight some configurations of  nar-
rative elements that may be particularly effective at facilitating celebrity at the (1) individ-
ual, (2) organizational, and (3) concurrent loci (see Table I).

Individual Celebrity

Individual celebrity is facilitated by organizational communications predominantly 
adopting an individual main character combined with an organizational foil in an 
organizational level plot. These narrative story elements create a compelling main 
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character’s arc, often resembling what Lovelace and colleagues designated as trans-
former or saviour archetypes (2018) in which the individual must reform the organi-
zation. As a catalyst for conflict, the organizational foil increases the newsworthiness 
of  the narrative (Shoemaker and Cohen, 2006) and creates more emotionally laden, 
positive reactions towards the individual main character. When these narratives also 
adopt a homodiegetic main character narrator and a second-person narratee, we ex-
pect the relationship between these narrative story elements and individual celebrity 
to be stronger.

Organizational Celebrity

Organizational communications predominantly adopting an organizational main char-
acter in a plot at the organizational level facilitate organizational celebrity. Given their 
salience and accessibility, organizational main characters attract and retain audiences’ 
attention and promote positive emotional perspective-taking at the same locus. When 
these narratives feature organizational level plots, audiences will adopt organizational at-
tributions to interpret the narrated events in a way that is both plausible and emotionally 
arousing. The use of  a foil, a homodiegetic organizational main character narrator, and a 
second-person narratee will also strengthen the relationships between the narrative story 
elements and organizational celebrity.

Table I. Examples of  narrative configurations

Individual celebrity
Organizational 
celebrity Concurrent celebrity

Main C. Individual Organizational Individual and organizational

Secondary C. None or organization 
as foil

None or external 
foil

None or external foil

Plot Organizational Organizational Industry and societal

Narrator Homodiegetic (main 
character)

Homodiegetic 
(main character)

Homodiegetic (main characters)

Narratee Second person Second person Second person

Example Sergio Marchionne 
(FCA)

Netflix SpaceX & Elon Musk

Organizational 
narrative 
excerpts

Four years ago, Fiat was 
a laughingstock. […]. 
Imagine showing up in 
June 2004 and being 
the fifth guy to try to 
resuscitate what appeared 
to most people to be a 
cadaver. And just imagine 
what top management 
thought. […] I could see 
it written all over their 
faces

In 1998, we delivered 
our first DVD. This 
morning, we shipped 
our last.

For 25 years, we 
redefined how people 
watched films and 
series at home, […]. 
Today, we wanted to 
take the opportunity 
to thank you for 
watching

You want to wake up in the morning and 
think the future is going to be great and 
I can’t think of  anything more exciting 
than going out there and being among the 
stars. – Elon Musk […]

SpaceX believes a fully and rapidly reus-
able rocket is the pivotal breakthrough 
needed […]. The majority of  the launch 
cost comes from building the rocket, 
which historically has flown only once. 
Compare that to a commercial airliner
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Concurrent Celebrity

Concurrent celebrity is often facilitated by organizational communications combin-
ing organizational and individual main characters in a plot at the industry or societal 
level. By portraying both the individual and the organization as main characters, 
such narratives increase the salience and accessibility of  these social actors, attracting 
and retaining audiences’ attention and promoting a positive emotional perspective-
taking at the same loci. With these main characters, industry and societal plots push 
audiences to adopt concurrent attributions to construct a causal understanding of  the 
narrated events that is both plausible and highly emotionally arousing. Furthermore, 
if  these narratives feature a foil, a homodiegetic dual main character narrator, and a 
second-person narratee, the relationship between these narrative elements and con-
current celebrities will be stronger.

DISCUSSION

Building on prior research (see Lovelace et  al.,  2022; Pfarrer et  al.,  2010; Pollock 
et al., 2023; Rindova et al., 2006), we advanced theory on how organizations affect their 
celebrity locus in three primary ways. First, we developed a more complete theory on the 
narrative antecedents of  the locus of  celebrity. Current theory has focused on how some 
CEOs (e.g., Lovelace et  al.,  2022) or some organizations (e.g., Zavyalova et  al.,  2017) 
become celebrities. Yet, these streams of  research do not directly address why celeb-
rity resides at the individual or organizational locus. We addressed this limitation and 
enhanced understanding of  the antecedents of  celebrity locus. This is important as re-
search on celebrity and related constructs suggests that while organizational celebrity can 
positively affect organizational performance (Hubbard et al., 2018; Pfarrer et al., 2010),  
individual celebrity may be detrimental (Lovelace et al., 2018; Wade et al., 2006).

Second, we provided theoretical insights into how organizations can use narrative 
elements in their communications to affect their locus of  celebrity. Current theory 
has focused on the role of  media narratives in pulling social actors into the limelight 
(e.g., Hayward et  al.,  2004; Lovelace et  al.,  2018; Rindova et  al.,  2006; Zavyalova 
et  al.,  2017) and the role of  CEOs (Lovelace et  al.,  2022) and organizations (see 
Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017) in pushing themselves into the limelight. 
We augmented current theory by explaining how organizations can use narrative ele-
ments to affect the locus of  their celebrity. Organizational communications are often 
echoed in media coverage (Cameron et  al.,  1997), and in the current social media 
landscape, they are directly accessible to audiences (Wang et al., 2021). Thus, by div-
ing deeper into the role of  organizational communications, our work meaningfully 
enhances celebrity theory.

Third, by developing a framework for individual, organizational, and concurrent ce-
lebrity, we offered a more refined theory of  the distinctive antecedents of  different ce-
lebrity loci. Our direct focus on concurrent celebrity allowed us to address an important 
phenomenon currently overlooked – namely, situations in which organizations and indi-
viduals both have celebrity, such as Tesla and Elon Musk and Amazon and Jeff  Bezos. 
Examining the co-occurrence of  individual and organizational celebrity can advance our 
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understanding of  how different celebrity loci develop, how they can be managed, and 
how they affect organizational outcomes. Overall, our theory opens the door for interest-
ing future research directions, which we discuss next.

Implications for Future Research

First, given our focus on understanding the locus of  celebrity, our theory centred on a 
subset of  constituents that positively evaluate a social actor’s behaviour. However, re-
search has theorized that individuals and firms can simultaneously generate celebrity 
and infamy (Pollock et al., 2016; Zavyalova et al., 2017). Future research is needed to 
theoretically untangle how celebrity and infamy can co-occur at different loci and em-
pirically investigate how organizational communications may affect the locus of  infamy 
evaluations.

Second, given our interest in how organizations can influence the locus of  celebrity 
via their communication with audiences, we attempted to keep the event ‘constant’ and 
theoretically isolate the effects of  firms’ narratives. Given the reciprocal nature of  firm 
actions and stakeholder evaluations (Zavyalova et al., 2017), examining organizational 
communications about multiple events over time could further our understanding of  
celebrity formation and its maintenance across loci.

Third, our theory focused on ‘narratives as objectified social facts’ and paid less atten-
tion to the context in which the stories are performed (Boje, 1991). Yet, elements of  the 
situated narrative performance may be important in managing celebrity locus. Thus, re-
search investigating the role of  performative narrative elements may generate important 
insights into celebrity formation. For example, Apple product launches are highly perfor-
mative events where location, visual elements, sounds, and music are curated to enhance 
audience experiences. Relatedly, examining elements of  the natural linguistic context, 
such as ‘how the story is introduced into [an] ongoing interaction, how listeners react to 
the story, and how the story affects subsequent dialogue’ (Boje, 1991, p. 107) could offer 
important insights. By investigating celebrity narratives as storytelling acts that involve 
audience interactions (Boje, 1991), researchers could shed light on the negotiating pro-
cesses underlying celebrity development.

Fourth, although our theory underscored how organizations can use different narra-
tive elements to affect the locus of  their celebrity, such decisions may blend in or stand 
out depending on the context. For example, using a second-person narratee may be rare 
in press releases, increasing its effect relative to its use in social media. A related question 
concerns the varying impact that narratives developed at different hierarchical levels 
have on audience interpretations (Balogun et al., 2014; Brown, 2006) and an organiza-
tion’s ability to manage its celebrity. For example, while narratives emanating directly 
from executives (such as autobiographies or social media posts) may generate greater 
emotional responses than impersonal organizational communications and receive atten-
tion more quickly than narratives developed by line employees, when such narratives 
do attract attention, they could be perceived as more genuine and trustworthy, with a 
greater impact on audience interpretations.

Lastly, the introduction of  concurrent celebrity opens multiple avenues for future 
research. For instance, concurrent celebrity may alter some of  the sociocognitive 
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effects attributed to individual celebrity, such as an increased sense of  power, con-
fidence, and authority (Lovelace et al., 2018; Pollock et al., 2023). Perhaps these ef-
fects are stronger when a celebrity individual leads a non-celebrity organization (and 
weaker in the case of  concurrent celebrity) because of  the imbalance in bargaining 
power that this creates.

Also, the attainment, durability, and breadth of  concurrent celebrity may differ from 
those of  individual and organizational celebrity. For example, concurrent celebrity may 
last longer and be more intense, given the need for multiple characters and plots to create 
the dramatized reality at the core of  its development. Conversely, concurrent celebrity 
may lead to the co-occurrence of  infamy (Zavyalova et al., 2017) due to the heightened 
attention and emotional responses for both the CEO and the organization (e.g., Mark 
Zuckerberg and Facebook).

Studying the Locus of  Celebrity Empirically

Overall, future empirical research could reveal critical insights into celebrity develop-
ment, value, and management across loci. The challenge will be to disentangle individual 
and organizational celebrity empirically. To do so, researchers could leverage computer-
aided content analysis to code media data for the relative prominence of  individuals 
or their organizations (see D’Oria, 2017). Researchers could investigate how frequently 
social actors are mentioned in media coverage and their relative positions within the text. 
For example, being mentioned in an article’s title and leading paragraph denotes higher 
attention placed on that social actor (Lovelace et al., 2022). Also, as artificial intelligence 
advances (von Krogh et al., 2023), researchers could leverage it to identify the locus of  
media attention.

Operationalizing celebrity at multiple loci using consistent measures would also 
benefit research on the consequences of  celebrity. For example, our theory builds on 
celebrity and related streams of  research to identify potential differences in the out-
comes of  celebrity based on its locus (e.g., Wade et al., 2006). This related research 
is relevant to our theorizing because it develops theory on ‘the effects of  positive 
attention and acclaim, the core elements of  celebrity’ (Lovelace et al., 2018, p. 421). 
Nevertheless, future studies on the performance implications of  different loci of  ce-
lebrity (including concurrent) utilizing more appropriate measurements are needed 
to understand whether and to what extent the value of  this social approval asset is 
conditional on its locus.

CONCLUSION

Celebrity is an important social evaluation with critical implications for constituents’ 
perceptions and organizational outcomes. Yet, how it comes to reside at a specific locus 
(i.e., the individual leader, the organization, or both) has not been well theorized. We 
addressed this limitation by explicating how organizational communications help de-
termine the locus of  celebrity. A key implication of  our theorizing is that organizations 
are not passive observers in celebrity development. Instead, their narratives affect how 
celebrity becomes all about ‘me’ or ‘us’.
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NOTES

	[1]	 Prior management research has adopted other approaches to the study of  organizational narratives such 
as the Burkean pentad (e.g., Dalpiaz and Di Stefano, 2018), interpretivist (e.g., Barry and Elmes, 1997), so-
cial constructivism (Czarniawska, 1998; Sonenshein, 2010), antenarratives (Boje, 2001), rhetoric (König 
et al., 2018) among others. In this manuscript, we follow Aristotelian and structuralist traditions to high-
light the distinction between narrative story and narrative discourse (Chatman, 1978; Genette, 1980) 
as they both have important implications for audiences’ sense-making. Moreover, we leverage the rich 
tradition of  research on the narrative-mind nexus (that looks at narrative world-making) to connect 
narrative features to their influences on audiences’ sense-making (e.g., Gerrig, 1993; Herman, 2012).

	[2]	 Given our focus on how organizations can affect the locus of  celebrity via their communication to au-
diences, we keep the event constant. This allows us to theoretically isolate the effects of  organizational 
communication on the locus of  celebrity and avoid conflating it with the effects of  different events.

	[3]	 https://​ikeam​useum.​com/​en/​explo​re/​the-​story​-​of-​ikea/​price​-​wars/​.
	[4]	 We recognize that a mirror that is a celebrity in their own right might change the nature of  this re-

lationship due to endorsement effects (Bergkvist and Zhou,  2016; Dalpiaz et  al.,  2014; Knoll and 
Matthes, 2017). However, given the well-established nature of  celebrity endorsement, our theorizing 
focuses on non-celebrity mirrors.

	[5]	 https://​ikeam​useum.​com/​en/​explo​re/​the-​story​-​of-​ikea/​price​-​wars/​.
	[6]	 We discuss this in more detail in the Narrative Configurations section.
	[7]	 https://​www.​thele​dger.​com/​story/​​news/​2007/​07/​08/​fiat-​hopes​-​its-​new-​500-​will-​put-​the-​roman​ce-​

back-​in-​drivi​ng/​25838​703007/​.
	[8]	 We discuss this in more detail in the Narrative Configurations section.
	[9]	 https://​brand​minds.​com/​behin​d-​apple​-​produ​ct-​launc​h-​event​-​story​telli​ng-​strat​egy/​.

REFERENCES

Agarwal, J. and Malhotra, N. K. (2005). ‘An integrated model of  attitude and affect: Theoretical foundation 
and an empirical investigation’. Journal of  Business Research, 58, 483–93.

Aldrich, H. E. and Fiol, C. M. (1994). ‘Fools rush in? The institutional context of  industry creation’. Academy 
of  Management Review, 19, 645–70.

Amazon. (2023). Amazon.com. Available at https://​www.​faceb​ook.​com/​Amazon
Atwater, T., Fico, F. and Pizante, G. (1987). ‘Reporting on the state legislature: A case study of  inter-media 

agenda-setting’. Newspaper Research Journal, 8, 53–61.
Bal, M. (2009). Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of  Narrative, 3rd edition. Toronto: University of  Toronto 

Press.
Balogun, J., Jacobs, C., Jarzabkowski, P., Mantere, S. and Vaara, E. (2014). ‘Placing strategy discourse in 

context: Sociomateriality, sensemaking, and power’. Journal of  Management Studies, 51, 175–201.
Bann, S. and Bowlt, J. (1973). Russian Formalism. New York: Barnes & Nobles.
Bansal, P. and Hunter, T. (2003). ‘Strategic explanations for the early adoption of  ISO 14001’. Journal of  

Business Ethics, 46, 289–99.
Barney, J. B. (1991). ‘Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage’. Journal of  Management, 17, 99–

120. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​01492​06391​01700108.
Barry, D. and Elmes, M. (1997). ‘Strategy retold: Toward a narrative view of  strategic discourse’. Academy of  

Management Review, 22, 429–52.
Barthes, R. (2004). ‘Introduction to the structural analysis of  narratives’. In Bal, M. (Ed), Narrative Theory. 

New York: Routledge, 1, 65–94.
Basdeo, D. K., Smith, K. G., Grimm, C. M., Rindova, V. P. and Derfus, P. J. (2006). ‘The impact of  market 

actions on firm reputation’. Strategic Management Journal, 27, 1205–19.
Baum, J. A. and Oliver, C. (1991). ‘Institutional linkages and organizational mortality’. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 36, 187–218.

https://ikeamuseum.com/en/explore/the-story-of-ikea/price-wars/
https://ikeamuseum.com/en/explore/the-story-of-ikea/price-wars/
https://www.theledger.com/story/news/2007/07/08/fiat-hopes-its-new-500-will-put-the-romance-back-in-driving/25838703007/
https://www.theledger.com/story/news/2007/07/08/fiat-hopes-its-new-500-will-put-the-romance-back-in-driving/25838703007/
https://brandminds.com/behind-apple-product-launch-event-storytelling-strategy/
https://www.facebook.com/Amazon
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920639101700108


24 L. D’Oria et al.

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Benjamin, B. A. and Podolny, J. M. (1999). ‘Status, quality, and social order in the California wine industry’. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 563–89.

Bergkvist, L. and Zhou, K. Q. (2016). ‘Celebrity endorsements: A literature review and research agenda’. 
International Journal of  Advertising, 35, 642–63.

Bitektine, A. (2011). ‘Toward a theory of  social judgments of  organizations: The case of  legitimacy, reputa-
tion, and status’. Academy of  Management Review, 36, 151–79.

Boje, D. M. (1991). ‘The storytelling organization: A study of  story performance in an office-supply firm’. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 36, 106–26.

Boje, D. M. (1995). ‘Stories of  the storytelling organization: A postmodern analysis of  Disney as a “Tamara-
Land”’. Academy of  Management Journal, 38, 997–1035.

Boje, D. (2001). Narrative Methods for Organizational & Communication Research. London: Sage Publications.
Brown, A. D. (2006). ‘A narrative approach to collective identities’. Journal of  Management Studies, 43, 731–53.
Bruner, J. S. (1990). Acts of  Meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Brunyé, T. T., Ditman, T., Mahoney, C. R., Augustyn, J. S. and Taylor, H. A. (2009). ‘When you and I share 

perspectives: Pronouns modulate perspective taking during narrative comprehension’. Psychological 
Science, 20, 27–32.

Buchanan, D. and Dawson, P. (2007). ‘Discourse and audience: Organizational change as multi-story pro-
cess’. Journal of  Management Studies, 44, 669–86.

Busselle, R. and Bilandzic, H. (2008). ‘Fictionality and perceived realism in experiencing stories: A model of  
narrative comprehension and engagement’. Communication Theory, 18, 255–80.

Cameron, G. T., Sallot, L. M. and Curtin, P. A. (1997). ‘Public relations and the production of  news: A crit-
ical review and theoretical framework’. In Burleson B. (Ed), Communication Yearbook 20. Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage, 111–55.

Campbell, J. (2008). The Hero With a Thousand Faces, Vol 17. Novato, CA: New World Library.
Chatman, S. B. (1978). Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press.
Chatterjee, A. and Pollock, T. (2017). ‘Master of  puppets: How narcissistic CEOs construct their professional 

worlds’. Academy of  Management Review, 42, 703–25.
Chouliaraki, L. and Morsing, M. (2009). ‘Towards an understanding of  the interplay between media and 

identity: An introduction’. In Chouliaraki, L. and Morsing, M. (Eds), Media, Organizations, and Identity. 
London: Palgrave MacMillan, 1–24.

Chreim, S. (2005). ‘The continuity–change duality in narrative texts of  organizational identity’. Journal of  
Management Studies, 42, 567–93.

Coplan, A. (2004). ‘Empathic engagement with narrative fictions’. The Journal of  Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 
62, 141–52.

Creer, S. D., Cook, A. E. and O’Brien, E. J. (2019). ‘Taking the perspective of  the narrator’. Quarterly Journal 
of  Experimental Psychology, 72, 1055–67.

Cuff, B. M., Brown, S. J., Taylor, L. and Howat, D. J. (2016). ‘Empathy: A review of  the concept’. Emotion 
Review, 8, 144–53.

Culler, J. (1980). ‘Forward’. In Genette G. (Ed), Narrative Discourse. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Curran, K., Lee, E. Y., Pfarrer, M. D. and Graffin, S. D. (2024). ‘Sharing the spotlight: The benefits of  having 

a celebrity competitor’. Journal of  Management, 51, 01492063241236767.
Currie, G. and Brown, A. D. (2003). ‘A narratological approach to understanding processes of  organizing in 

a UK hospital’. Human Relations, 56, 563–86.
Czarniawska, B. (1998). A Narrative Approach to Organization Studies. London: Sage.
Dalpiaz, E. and Di Stefano, G. (2018). ‘A universe of  stories: Mobilizing narrative practices during transfor-

mative change’. Strategic Management Journal, 39, 664–96.
Dalpiaz, E., Tracey, P. and Phillips, N. (2014). ‘Succession narratives in family business: The case of  Alessi’. 

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 38, 1375–94.
Deephouse, D. L. (1996). ‘Does isomorphism legitimate?’. Academy of  Management Journal, 39, 1024–39.
Deephouse, D. L. (2000). ‘Media reputation as a strategic resource: An integration of  mass communication 

and resource-based theories’. Journal of  Management, 26, 1091–112.
Deephouse, D. L. and Jaskiewicz, P. (2013). ‘Do family firms have better reputations than non-family firms? 

An integration of  socioemotional wealth and social identity theories’. Journal of  Management Studies, 50, 
337–60.

van Dijk, T. A. and Kintsch, W. (1983). Strategies of  Discourse Comprehension. New York: Academic Press.
D’Oria, L. (2017). Individual and Organizational Celebrity: Two Essays on Media Attributions and 

Organizational Agency. dissertation.



25Celebrity Locus and Firms’ Narratives

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Druckman, J. N. (2001). ‘The implications of  framing effects for citizen competence’. Political Behavior, 23, 
225–56.

Einhorn, H. J. and Hogarth, R. M. (1986). ‘Judging probable cause’. Psychological Bulletin, 99, 3–19.
Ertug, G. and Castellucci, F. (2013). ‘Getting what you need: How reputation and status affect team perfor-

mance, hiring, and salaries in the NBA’. Academy of  Management Journal, 56, 407–31.
Feather, J. (2013). The Information Society: A Study of  Continuity and Change, 6th edition. London: Facet Publishing.
Fiske, S. T. and Taylor, S. E. (2013). Social Cognition: From Brains to Culture. Reading, MA: Sage.
Fludernik, M. (1994). ‘Introduction: Second-person narrative and related issues’. Style, 28, 281–311.
Gamson, J. (1992). ‘The assembly line of  greatness: Celebrity in twentieth-century America’. Critical Studies 

in Media Communication, 9, 1–24.
Genette, G. (1980). Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Gernsbacher, M. A., Goldsmith, H. H. and Robertson, R. R. (1992). ‘Do readers mentally represent charac-

ters’ emotional states?’. Cognition and Emotion, 6, 89–111.
Gerrig, R. J. (1993). Experiencing Narrative Worlds: On the Psychological Activities of  Reading. New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press.
Gioia, D. A. and Chittipeddi, K. (1991). ‘Sensemaking and sensegiving in strategic change initiation’. Strategic 

Management Journal, 12, 433–48.
Graffin, S., Pfarrer, M. and Hill, M. (2012). ‘Untangling executive reputation and corporate reputation: 

Who made who’. In Barnett, M. L. and Pollock, T. G. (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of  Corporate Reputation. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 221–39.

Graffin, S. D., Wade, J. B., Porac, J. F. and McNamee, R. C. (2008). ‘The impact of  CEO status diffusion on 
the economic outcomes of  other senior managers’. Organization Science, 19, 457–74.

Green, M. C. and Brock, T. C. (2000). ‘The role of  transportation in the persuasiveness of  public narratives’. 
Journal of  Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 701–21.

Green, M. C. and Brock, T. C. (2002). ‘In the mind’s eye: Transportation-imagery model of  narrative per-
suasion’. In Green, M. C., Strange, J. J. and Brock, T. C. (Eds), Narrative Impact: Social and Cognitive 
Foundations. New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers, 315–41.

Green, M. C., Brock, T. C. and Kaufman, G. F. (2004). ‘Understanding media enjoyment: The role of  trans-
portation into narrative worlds’. Communication Theory, 14, 311–27.

Gunther, M. P. and Grandy, G. (2009). ‘The media’s construction of  CEO infamy’. Journal of  Strategy and 
Management, 2, 300–28.

Haleblian, J. J., Pfarrer, M. D. and Kiley, J. T. (2017). ‘High-reputation firms and their differential acquisition 
behaviors’. Strategic Management Journal, 38, 2237–54.

Hallen, B. L. and Pahnke, E. C. (2016). ‘When do entrepreneurs accurately evaluate venture capital firms’ 
track records? A bounded rationality perspective’. Academy of  Management Journal, 59, 1535–60.

Hampel, C. E. and Dalpiaz, E. (2023). ‘Confronting the contested past: sensemaking and rhetorical history 
in the reconstruction of  organizational identity’. Academy of  Management Journal, 66, 1711–40.

Hastuti, F. D. (2023). ‘The roles of  supporting characters to Mathilde’s conflicts in Maupassant’s The 
Necklace’. BLESS, 3, 87–93.

Hatch, M. J. (1996). ‘The role of  the researcher: An analysis of  narrative position in organization theory’. 
Journal of  Management Inquiry, 5, 359–74.

Hayward, M. L., Rindova, V. P. and Pollock, T. G. (2004). ‘Believing one’s own press: The causes and conse-
quences of  CEO celebrity’. Strategic Management Journal, 25, 637–53.

Heath, R. (1994). From Interpersonal Contacts to External Affairs: Management of  Corporate Communication. Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Heider, F. (1958). The Psychology of  Interpersonal Relations. New York: Wiley.
Herman, D. (2009). ‘Beyond voice and vision: Cognitive grammar and focalization theory’. In Huhn, P., 

Schmid, W. and Schonert, J. (Eds), Point of  View, Perspective, and Focalization: Modeling Mediation in Narrative. 
New York: Walter de Gruyter, 17, 119–42.

Herman, D. (2012). ‘Exploring the nexus of  narrative and mind’. In Phelan, J., Rabinowitz, P. J. and Warhol, 
R. (Eds), Narrative Theory: Core Concepts and Critical Debates. Ohio: The Ohio State University, 14–9.

Herman, D., Jahn, M. and Ryan, M.-L. (2005). Routledge Encyclopedia of  Narrative Theory. New York: Routledge.
Horton, D. and Wohl, R. (1956). ‘Mass communication and para-social interaction: Observations on inti-

macy at a distance’. Psychiatry, 19, 215–29.
Hubbard, T. D., Pollock, T. G., Pfarrer, M. D. and Rindova, V. P. (2018). ‘Safe bets or hot hands? How status 

and celebrity influence newly public firms’ strategic alliance formations’. Academy of  Management Journal, 
61, 1976–99.



26 L. D’Oria et al.

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Jesch, T. and Stein, M. (2009). ‘Perspectivization and focalization: Two concepts-one meaning? An attempt 
at conceptual differentiation’. In Jannidis, F., Martinez, M., Pier, J. and Schmid, W. (Eds), Point of  View, 
Perspective, and Focalization. New York: Walter de Gruyter, 59–84.

Johansen, S. and Andersen, S. E. (2012). ‘Co-creating one: Rethinking integration within communication’. 
Corporate Communications: An International Journal, 17, 272–88.

Johnson-Laird, P. N. (1983). Mental Models: Towards a Cognitive Science of  Language, Inference, and Consciousness. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Jumpertz, J. and Tary, W. (2020). ‘An empirical study of  readers’ identification with a narrator’. Anglistik, 31, 
111–28.

Kelley, H. H. and Michela, J. L. (1980). ‘Attribution theory and research’. Annual Review of  Psychology, 31, 
457–501.

Kissler, J., Herbert, C., Peyk, P. and Junghofer, M. (2007). ‘Buzzwords: Early cortical responses to emotional 
words during reading’. Psychological Science, 18, 475–80.

Kjaer, P. and Langer, R. (2005). ‘Infused with news value: Management, managerial knowledge and the 
institutionalization of  business news’. Scandinavian Journal of  Management, 21, 209–33.

Kjærgaard, A., Morsing, M. and Ravasi, D. (2011). ‘Mediating identity: A study of  media influence on orga-
nizational identity construction in a celebrity firm’. Journal of  Management Studies, 48, 514–43.

Knoll, J. and Matthes, J. (2017). ‘The effectiveness of  celebrity endorsements: A meta-analysis’. Journal of  the 
Academy of  Marketing Science, 45, 55–75.

König, A., Mammen, J., Luger, J., Fehn, A. and Enders, A. (2018). ‘Silver bullet or ricochet? CEOs’ use 
of  metaphorical communication and infomediaries’ evaluations’. Academy of  Management Journal, 61, 
1196–230.

von Krogh, G., Roberson, Q. and Gruber, M. (2023). ‘Recognizing and utilizing novel research opportunities 
with artificial intelligence’. Academy of  Management Journal, 66, 367–73.

LeBoeuf, R. A. and Norton, M. I. (2011). ‘Consequence-cause matching: Looking to the consequences of  
events to infer their causes’. Journal of  Consumer Research, 39, 128–41.

Levine, L. J. and Edelstein, R. S. (2009). ‘Emotion and memory narrowing: A review and goal-relevance 
approach’. Cognition and Emotion, 23, 833–75.

Lounsbury, M. and Glynn, M. A. (2001). ‘Cultural entrepreneurship: Stories, legitimacy, and the acquisition 
of  resources’. Strategic Management Journal, 22, 545–64.

Lovelace, J., Bundy, J., Hambrick, D. and Pollock, T. (2018). ‘The shackles of  CEO celebrity: Sociocognitive 
and behavioral role constraints on “star” leaders’. Academy of  Management Review, 43, 419–44.

Lovelace, J. B., Bundy, J. N., Pollock, T. and Hambrick, D. (2022). ‘The push and pull of  attaining CEO 
celebrity: A media routines perspective’. Academy of  Management Journal, 65, 1169–91.

Lupia, A. (2002). ‘Who can persuade whom? Implications from the nexus of  psychology and rational choice 
theory’. In Kuklinski, J. H. (Ed), Thinking About Political Psychology. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 51–88.

Malmendier, U. and Tate, G. (2009). ‘Superstar CEOs’. The Quarterly Journal of  Economics, 124, 1593–638.
Marchionne, S. (2008). ‘Fiat’s Extreme Makeover’. Harvard Business Review.
Meindl, J. R. and Ehrlich, S. B. (1987). ‘The romance of  leadership and the evaluation of  organizational 

performance’. Academy of  Management Journal, 30, 91–109.
Meyer, J. W. and Rowan, B. (1977). ‘Institutionalized organizations: Formal structure as myth and cere-

mony’. American Journal of  Sociology, 83, 340–63.
Moin, S. (2020). Brand Storytelling in the Digital Age: Theories, Practice and Application. London, UK: Springer.
Ohl, C. M., Pincus, J. D., Rimmer, T. and Harrison, D. (1995). ‘Agenda building role of  news releases in 

corporate takeovers’. Public Relations Review, 21, 89–101.
Olmos, P. (2015). ‘Story credibility in narrative arguments’. In Eemeren, van F. H. and Garssen, B. (Eds), 

Reflections on Theoretical Issues in Argumentation Theory. Cham: Springer, 155–67.
Pennington, N. and Hastie, R. (1992). ‘Explaining the evidence: Tests of  the story model for juror decision 

making’. Journal of  Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 189–206.
Pentland, B. T. (1999). ‘Building process theory with narrative: From description to explanation’. Academy of  

Management Review, 24, 711–24.
Pfarrer, M. D., Pollock, T. G. and Rindova, V. P. (2010). ‘A tale of  two assets: The effects of  firm reputation 

and celebrity on earnings surprises and investors’ reactions’. Academy of  Management Journal, 53, 1131–52.
Podolny, J. M. (1994). ‘Market uncertainty and the social character of  economic exchange’. Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 39, 458–83.
Polkinghorne, D. E. (1995). ‘Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis’. International Journal of  Qualitative 

Studies in Education, 8, 5–23.



27Celebrity Locus and Firms’ Narratives

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Pollock, T. G., Lashley, K., Rindova, V. P. and Han, J.-H. (2019). ‘Which of  these things are not like the oth-
ers? Comparing the rational, emotional and moral aspects of  reputation, status, celebrity and stigma’. 
Academy of  Management Annals, 13, 444–78.

Pollock, T. G., Mishina, Y. and Seo, Y. (2016). ‘Falling stars: Celebrity, wrongdoing, and the fall from (and 
return to) grace’. In Palmer, D., Greenwoood, R. and Smith-Crowe, K. (Eds), Organizational Wrongdoing. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pollock, T. G., Ragozzino, R. and Blevins, D. P. (2023). ‘Not like the rest of  us? How CEO celebrity affects 
quarterly earnings call language’. Journal of  Management, 50, 1198–229.

Pollock, T. G. and Rindova, V. P. (2003). ‘Media legitimation effects in the market for initial public offerings’. 
Academy of  Management Journal, 46, 631–42.

Rao, H. (1994). ‘The social construction of  reputation: Certification contests, legitimation, and the survival of  
organizations in the American automobile industry: 1895–1912’. Strategic Management Journal, 15, 29–44.

Rhapsody. (2019). Rhapsody releases first update to flagship interoperability platform. Business Wire, 23 July, 2019 
[Press release].

van Riel, C. B. (1997). ‘Research in corporate communication: An overview of  an emerging field’. Management 
Communication Quarterly, 11, 288–309.

van Riel, C. B. and Fombrun, C. J. (2007). Essentials of  Corporate Communication: Implementing Practices for Effective 
Reputation Management. London: Routledge.

Rimmon-Kenan, S. (1983). Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. London: Routledge.
Rindova, V. P., Pollock, T. G. and Hayward, M. L. (2006). ‘Celebrity firms: The social construction of  market 

popularity’. Academy of  Management Review, 31, 50–71.
Rindova, V. P., Williamson, I. O., Petkova, A. P. and Sever, J. M. (2005). ‘Being good or being known: An em-

pirical examination of  the dimensions, antecedents, and consequences of  organizational reputation’. 
Academy of  Management Journal, 48, 1033–49.

Rozin, P. and Royzman, E. B. (2001). ‘Negativity bias, negativity dominance, and contagion’. Personality and 
Social Psychology Review, 5, 296–320.

Sauder, M., Lynn, F. and Podolny, J. M. (2012). ‘Status: Insights from organizational sociology’. Annual Review 
of  Sociology, 38, 267–83.

Shi, W., Zhang, Y. and Hoskisson, R. E. (2017). ‘Ripple effects of  CEO awards: Investigating the acquisition 
activities of  superstar CEOs’ competitors’. Strategic Management Journal, 38, 2080–102.

Shoemaker, P. J. and Cohen, A. A. (2006). News Around the World: Content, Practitioners, and the Public. New York: 
Routledge.

Singh, J. V., Tucker, D. J. and House, R. J. (1986). ‘Organizational legitimacy and the liability of  newness’. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 31, 171–93.

Slovic, P., Peters, E., Finucane, M. L. and MacGregor, D. G. (2005). ‘Affect, risk, and decision making’. Health 
Psychology, 24, S35–S40.

Sonenshein, S. (2010). ‘We’re changing – Or are we? Untangling the role of  progressive, regressive, and sta-
bility narratives during strategic change implementation’. Academy of  Management Journal, 53, 477–512.

Sorlin, S. (2015). ‘Breaking the fourth wall’. In Gardelle, L. and Sorlin, S. (Eds), The Pragmatics of  Personal 
Pronouns. Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 171, 125.

Stern, B. B. (1991). ‘Who talks advertising? Literary theory and narrative “point of  view”’. Journal of  
Advertising, 20, 9–22.

Stevens, J. M., Kevin Steensma, H., Harrison, D. A. and Cochran, P. L. (2005). ‘Symbolic or substantive 
document? The influence of  ethics codes on financial executives’ decisions’. Strategic Management Journal, 
26, 181–95.

Suchman, M. C. (1995). ‘Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches’. Academy of  Management 
Review, 20, 571–610.

Suddaby, R., Israelsen, T., Robert Mitchell, J. and Lim, D. S. (2023). ‘Entrepreneurial visions as rhetori-
cal history: A diegetic narrative model of  stakeholder enrollment’. Academy of  Management Review, 48, 
220–43.

Szilas, N. and Richle, U. (2013). Towards a computational model of  dramatic tension. Paper presented at the 2013 
Workshop on Computational Models of  Narrative.

Tobin, V. (2018). Elements of  Surprise: Our Mental Limits and the Satisfactions of  Plot. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Utah-Medical. (1991). Utah Medical Products responds to investor inquiries related to new products. Business Wire, 16 
October, 1991 [Press release].

Wade, J. B., Porac, J. F., Pollock, T. G. and Graffin, S. D. (2006). ‘The burden of  celebrity: The impact of  
CEO certification contests on CEO pay and performance’. Academy of  Management Journal, 49, 643–60.



28 L. D’Oria et al.

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Wade, J. B., Porac, J. F., Pollock, T. G. and Graffin, S. D. (2008). ‘Star CEOs: Benefit or burden?’. Organizational 
Dynamics, 37, 203–10.

Wang, X., Reger, R. K. and Pfarrer, M. (2021). ‘Faster, hotter, and more linked in: Managing social disap-
proval in the social media era’. Academy of  Management Review, 46, 275–98.

Washington, M. and Zajac, E. J. (2005). ‘Status evolution and competition: Theory and evidence’. Academy 
of  Management Journal, 48, 282–96.

Weiland, K. (2011). Outlining Your Novel: Map Your Way to Success. USA: PenForASword Publishing.
Weiland, K. (2016). Creating Character Arcs: The Masterful Author’s Guide to Uniting Story Structure, Plot and Character 

Development. USA: PenForASword Publishing.
White, P. A. (2009). ‘Property transmission: An explanatory account of  the role of  similarity information in 

causal inference’. Psychological Bulletin, 135, 774–93.
Zavyalova, A., Pfarrer, M. and Reger, R. (2017). ‘Celebrity and infamy? The consequences of  media narra-

tives about organizational identity’. Academy of  Management Review, 42, 461–80.
Zavyalova, A., Pfarrer, M. D. and Reger, R. K. (2018). ‘Opening the black box of  celebrity and infamy: 

Constituents as active consumers of  media content’. Academy of  Management Review, 43, 329–32.
Zwaan, R. A. and Radvansky, G. A. (1998). ‘Situation models in language comprehension and memory’. 

Psychological Bulletin, 123, 162–85.

APPENDIX A
HOW CELEBRITY DIFFERS FROM OTHER SOCIAL EVALUATIONS

Research on social evaluations has made significant progress in clarifying the differences between several 
social evaluations. For more details on this area of  research, we refer the interested reader to the work of  
Bitektine (2011); Pollock et al. (2019); Rindova et al. (2006); and Zavyalova et al. (2017). In this appendix, we 
draw from this work to summarize the main differences between celebrity and other social evaluations, such 
as legitimacy, reputation, status, and infamy. Indeed, although celebrity, like these other social evaluations, 
affects stakeholders’ willingness to exchange resources with an organization (Pfarrer et al., 2010; Rindova 
et al., 2006), it differs in its (1) theoretical foundations; (2) sociocognitive content; (3) stability; (4) development 
process; and (5) the mechanisms that drive its positive outcomes. The operationalization of  these constructs  
should reflect such differences, but not always does (see Table II).

Celebrity is defined as high public attention and positive emotional responses from audiences, and its 
theoretical foundations can be found in the sociology of  mass media (Rindova et  al.,  2006). Its primary 
sociocognitive content (i.e., the audiences’ cognitive appraisals and expectations that shape the nature and 
effects of  the social evaluation) is emotional (Pollock et al., 2019). Since emotional evaluations tend to occur 
instantaneously (Agarwal and Malhotra, 2005; Pollock et al., 2019; Slovic et al., 2005) and are more difficult 
to sustain over time (Pollock et al., 2019), celebrity is theorized to be more transitory than other social approv-
al assets (e.g., Zavyalova et al., 2017). Its development has been linked to the media creation of  dramatized 
realities that highlight a social actor’s non-conforming actions and characteristics (Hayward et al., 2004; Rin-
dova et al., 2006). Celebrity’s effects on a social actor’s exchange relationships and opportunities are driven 
by high arousal and perceived attractiveness that dominate decision-making (Pollock et  al.,  2019). Given 
the central role of  the media in developing celebrity, this construct has been measured via the volume and 
tenor of  media coverage as either a dichotomous (e.g., Pfarrer et  al.,  2010) or an ordinal construct (e.g., 
Lovelace et al., 2022). Other scholars have measured celebrity (or stardom) using media-based certification 
contests (e.g., Graffin et al., 2008; Malmendier and Tate, 2009; Wade et al., 2008). However, these measures 
seem to be better operationalizations for status, as they do not reflect the emotional component of  celebrity  
(Pollock et al., 2019).

Legitimacy, defined as a judgment of  fit with normative values and beliefs (Bitektine,  2011; Such-
man, 1995), has its theoretical roots in institutional theory (Rindova et al., 2006). Its primary sociocognitive 
content is based on moral, pragmatic, or cognitive evaluations (Suchman, 1995) of  alignment with a social 
group’s central values and beliefs. As such, legitimacy is more stable than celebrity and less subject to change 
(Suchman, 1995), and its development has been linked to external validation processes via conformity and 
social ties (Rindova et al., 2006). For example, legitimacy can be attained via conformity with established 
norms (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) and ties to legitimate social actors (Baum and Oliver, 1991). Acceptance 
tends to drive the positive effects of  legitimacy on a social actor’s ability to gain access to resources (Such-
man, 1995). Researchers have used several approaches to measure legitimacy, including (i) the tone of  media 
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reports (e.g., Deephouse,  1996; Pollock and Rindova,  2003); (ii) links with regulatory bodies (Baum and  
Oliver, 1991; Rao, 1994; Singh et al., 1986); and (iii) adoption of  codes of  conduct (e.g., Bansal and Hunt-
er, 2003; Stevens et al., 2005).

Reputation consists of  the perceived ability of  a social actor to create value (Rindova et al., 2005) and 
captures ‘the idea that actors rely on observable attributes or a history or past actions to form expectations 
about future actions and performance’ (Pollock et  al.,  2019, p. 450). As such, the theoretical foundations 
of  reputation can be found in signalling theory (Rindova et al., 2006). The primary sociocognitive content 
of  reputation is a rational evaluation (Pollock et  al.,  2019) that involves analytical information processing 
(Slovic et al., 2005) aimed at assessing the capabilities and worth of  a social actor (Pollock et al., 2019). Thus, 
reputation tends to be less transitory than celebrity (based on fleeting emotional arousal) yet less stable than 
legitimacy (based on stable moral evaluations). Its development process has often been conceptualized as a 
signalling process in which a social actor’s behaviours and outcomes serve as a signal that forms its reputation 
(Rindova et al., 2006). Reducing uncertainty drives the positive effects of  reputation on a social actor’s ex-
change relationships and opportunities (Rindova et al., 2006). Reputation has been measured via (i) published 

Table II. Comparison of  celebrity to other social evaluations

Celebrity Legitimacy Reputation Status Infamy

Definition High attention 
and positive 
emotional re-
sponses from 
audiences 
(Rindova 
et al., 2006)

Judgment of  fit 
with normative 
values and be-
liefs (Bitektine, 
2011)

Perceived 
ability to 
create value 
(Rindova 
et al., 2005)

Relative stand-
ing in a 
social order 
(Washington 
and 
Zajac, 2005)

High attention 
and negative 
emotional 
responses 
(Pollock 
et al., 2016)

Theoretical 
foundations

Sociology of  
mass media

Institutional 
theory

Signalling 
theory

Network theory Sociology of  
deviance

Sociocognitive 
content

Primarily 
emotional

Moral, prag-
matic, or 
cognitive

Primarily 
rational

Primarily 
rational and 
moral

Primarily emo-
tional and 
moral

Stability Transitory Stable Moderately 
stable

Stable Moderately 
transitory

Development 
process

Creation of  
media drama-
tized realities

External 
validation via 
conformity and 
social ties

Social actor 
behav-
iours and 
outcomes 
that serve as 
signals

Pattern of  
affiliations

Low conform-
ity to societal 
and constitu-
ents’ norms

Mechanisms 
driving 
outcomes

Arousal and 
attractiveness

Acceptance and 
endorsement

Reduced 
Uncertainty

Deference Arousal and 
disapproval

Measurement Media volume 
and tenor

Media tone; links 
with regulatory 
bodies; adop-
tion of  codes 
of  conduct

Surveys, media 
rankings, 
quality 
ratings, 
performance 
data

Network-based 
measures; 
affiliation-
based meas-
ures; awards, 
nomina-
tions and 
certifications

Negative media 
portrayals
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rankings (e.g., Basdeo et al., 2006; Haleblian et al., 2017); (ii) media coverage (e.g., Deephouse, 2000); (iii) 
product quality rankings (e.g., Benjamin and Podolny, 1999); (iv) archival composite data (e.g., Hallen and  
Pahnke, 2016); and (v) surveys (e.g., Deephouse and Jaskiewicz, 2013).

Status, defined as the relative standing in a social order (Sauder et al., 2012), finds its theoretical roots in 
network theory (Rindova et al., 2006). Its primary sociocognitive content is both rational and moral (Pollock 
et al., 2019), and to this extent, status tends to be relatively stable over time. It develops from observing a so-
cial actor’s pattern of  affiliation with other prominent actors (Podolny, 1994), and deference based on status 
positions tends to drive the positive outcomes of  this social evaluation. Status has been measured using: (i) 
network-based measures such as Bonacich’s eigenvector centrality (e.g., Podolny, 1994); (ii) affiliation-based  
measures (e.g., Hubbard et al., 2018); and (iii) awards, nominations, and certifications (e.g., Ertug and Cas-
tellucci, 2013; Shi et al., 2017).

Infamy, defined as high attention and negative emotional responses (Pollock et al., 2016), has recently at-
tracted researchers’ attention (Pollock et al., 2019; Rindova et al., 2006; Zavyalova et al., 2017, 2018). Its the-
oretical foundations are arguably still under development but can be found in the sociology of  deviance (see 
Pollock et al., 2016). The primary sociocognitive content of  infamy is emotional, although moral evaluations 
also play a role, and it is relatively transitory (Pollock et al., 2016, 2019). Infamy develops from a social actor 
engaging in behaviours that do not conform or are otherwise incongruent with the values and norms held by 
a constituent group or society (Pollock et al., 2016; Zavyalova et al., 2017). As researchers have only recently 
begun to define infamy as a construct of  interest, there are no established norms for its operationalization. 
Given its conceptualization as the negative analogue to celebrity, media data on negative portrayals of  social  
actors (e.g., Gunther and Grandy, 2009) could be a valid option for measuring infamy.
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