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ABSTRACT 

	
[bookmark: _Hlk217562405]The​‍​‌‍​‍‌ paper delves into the subject of how public relations (PR) strategies might affect the corporate reputation of the Algerian food sector. So far, the expansion of the industry has been accompanied by a heavy dependence on marketing communication by the companies, and there has been a lack of properly structured PR, an absence of crisis management plans, and no system of corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives. The author(s) use a convergent mixed-methods approach that integrates six qualitative case studies and elite interviews with a quantitative survey of 241 consumers, with a focus on the age group of 20–39. The qualitative study looks into the management’s viewpoint of PR, CSR, and reputation while the survey tests consumer viewpoints to trust, transparency, and authenticity. What emerges from the findings is a considerable discrepancy between the company's view of itself and that of its customers. The research touches on how the organization managers interpret public relations, corporate social responsibility, and brand image, whereas the consumers’ perspectives are correlated with trust, transparency, and authenticity through survey questions. Crisis communication is barely developed, digital engagement is restricted, and CSR communication is not consistent, according to the consumers. The trust that consumers have is mostly attributable to cleanliness, safety, transparency, and authentic CSR activities, to the neglect of promotional efforts. Firm PR functions, crisis management formalization, active digital media involvement, and the implementation of trustworthy CSR can indeed change how operational activities are seen and translate them into reputation. The paper shows that PR practices lead to trust, loyalty, and create a sustainable competitive advantage within the local Algerian food sector.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
As the food industry grows, so do the potential for reputational hazards to occur due to consumers’ purchase decisions being made based upon the company's perceived safety and quality and corporate responsibility/ethics (Aaker, 1996; Argenti, 2016; Balmer & Greyser, 2003; Dowling, 2001; Fombrun, 1996). Brand reputation is a strategic asset that has a large impact on a consumer's level of trust in the brand, loyalty to the brand, and thus, overall competitive position in the marketplace (Coombs, 2007; Aula, 2010; Erkan & Evans, 2016). For existing businesses and newly established brands, brand reputation can even be the deciding factor regarding both the short-term and long-term success of that business. Consequently, public relations (PR) has developed from a mainly promotional function to a tool of strategic management with crisis communication, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and digital engagement as its components, thus helping to maintain stakeholder trust and organizational credibility (Coombs, 2015; Veil, Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011).
In Algeria, even though the food sector has experienced notable growth, most of the companies still heavily depend on marketing communications without having well-structured PR strategies (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Carroll & Brown, 2018; Ali, Lynch, Melewar, & Jin, 2019). The field demonstrates a lack of systematic engagement with stakeholders, no proper crisis management, and weak CSR communication (Carroll, 1999; Ali, Lynch, Melewar, & Jin, 2019). At the same time, digital media has grown to be the most important means of communication with consumers, especially the younger ones, but many companies have not yet taken the initiative in their digital PR efforts (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Chen, Wang, & Xie, 2011). The purpose of this research is to explore the effect of PR strategies on a corporate's reputation in the food industry of Algeria using a combination of case study research, elite interview research, and consumer survey research methods for obtaining evidence-based information (Yin, 2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010).
 2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Public relations in modern-day organizations mainly serves as a strategic management process and not simply as a publicity or advertising tool. In this case, PR is an indispensable aspect of the food industry for not only communication but also for corporate behavior that is in line with societal expectations. Reputation here mainly consists of functional aspects, e.g., product quality, safety, and transparency of operations, and emotional ones, e.g., trust, perceived integrity, and ethical conduct (Smith & Taylor, 2018; Johnson, 2019). The above-stated dimensions are mutually dependent since the lack of operational quality or safety will result in discrediting even the best CSR efforts.
Good PR has a mix of proactive and reactive approaches. Proactive PR builds on relationship maintenance and the company's good public image through transparency, the assurance of product quality, and the implementation of CSR initiatives like community engagement or education campaigns (Brown, 2017). In the food sector, this could imply disclosing nutritional value, environmentally friendly sourcing, and cleanliness standards and thereby gaining, on the one hand, the consumer's trust and, on the other hand, cutting down on potential reputational fallout from crises. Reactive PR is mainly concerned with dealing with the unexpected crises that could take the shape of contamination, operational mishaps, or ethical wrongs. The aim is to limit the company's reputational losses through acknowledgment of faults, taking corrective measures, and issuing timely public statements (Coombs, 2015; Lee & Chen, 2016). Studies back the notion that a blend of proactive and reactive approaches leads to a very strong reputation, particularly in industries that have a direct impact on consumers' health.
The emergence of digital and social media has made PR even more influential in reputation building. As consumers are more involved in opinion sharing and experiences online, we are witnessing changes in the way reputations are formed with peer evaluations, reviews, and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), which are gaining more weight than ever (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The Algerian younger demographic is very much involved in their Facebook, Instagram, and other social media accounts, thus making online presence a necessity for modern-day PR activities. Those companies that do not keep a watchful eye on these platforms are very likely to see the swift spread of bad word-of-mouth that is capable of having a negative impact on customers' loyalty and brand equity, even after a long time has passed.
Theoretical perspectives that serve as a basis for PR practices in reputation management include Excellence Theory which focuses on two-way symmetrical communication to foster trust; Stakeholder Theory, which mainly deals with the synchronization of corporate practices with societal expectations; and Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), which gives the clues about how the responses should be adapted based on blame, and the kind of crisis (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Freeman, 1984; Coombs, 2007). These frameworks, when combined, give the green light to the design of the PR interventions that are ethical, transparent, and quick to respond to the needs of society, thereby becoming the source of credibility and legitimacy and at the same time keeping the potential to cause reputational damage to a minimum.
According to the literature, PR in Algeria has not been fully exploited, while at the same time, consumers are becoming more and more demanding of transparency and ethical corporate behavior. Hence, companies concentrate more on marketing campaigns and product promotion at the expense of trust-building and crisis management. CSR is practiced irregularly, with more and more organizations engaging in symbolic rather than real CSR. This encirclement between the organizations' pledge and consumers' demand points to the necessity of having PR strategies that would unite such different parts as proactive communication, crisis management, and trustworthy CSR, which would then lead to the alignment of the organizations' operations with the stakeholders' ​‍​‌‍​‍‌needs.

3. METHODOLOGY
The research was a convergent mixed-methods design that combined qualitative case studies and elite interviews with a quantitative consumer survey (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Triangulation of data from various sources, such as managerial perspectives and consumer insights, thus, ensures the research’s robustness and validity (Yin, 2018; Morgan, 2014). The study has been carried out on a pragmatist paradigm, which focuses on practical implications without sacrificing methodological rigor (Morgan, 2014).
Qualitative side: Case studies, based on six companies' food sector of Algeria that represent different sub-sectors, were conducted (Yin, 2018). The selected organisations were: a traditional product-based manufacturer, a confectionery, a meat-processing company, a medium-sized chocolate factory, a restaurant that serves multi-cuisine, and a certification body. Professionals in elite positions like communication managers, company executives, and industry regulators have been interviewed to get the leadership viewpoints on PR, CSR, and reputation management (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019; Bryman, 2016). The interviews were semi-structured because this gave the interviewer the ability to have some freedom and, at the same time, make sure to cover the main issues (Bryman, 2016; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The data were recorded, thematically coded, and analyzed to bring out the patterns, missing elements, and best practices in PR strategy implementation (Braun & Clarke, 2006; British Psychological Society, 2021).
Quantitative component: The consumer survey was designed to measure a range of issues, including corporate reputation, trust, and CSR effectiveness (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The survey included 241 people. The respondents were chosen using a non-probabilistic method based on convenience. It was decided to focus mostly on the 20–39 age group, as they are the majority of consumers in the Algerian food market (Djermoune & Abdelkader, 2021). The survey contained both Likert-scale items and open-ended questions, thus allowing for the assessment of the perceived hygiene, transparency, and authenticity of CSR as well as the reaction to the crisis (Schnettler et al., 2020; Sparks & Browning, 2011). Apart from this, descriptive statistics were performed, and the internal consistency was checked through Cronbach’s alpha to establish the reliability (Bryman, 2016).
There were sound ethical considerations. The individuals who took part in the study were given the necessary information to obtain their consent, their confidentiality was respected, and the data from the survey were anonymized (British Psychological Society, 2021). Among the downsides of the research can be listed the study being based on self-reported consumer perceptions and non-random sampling, which can raise the question of whether the findings are generalizable. However, the hybrid qualitative and quantitative approach definitely reveals a full picture of PR activities and their effects on corporate reputation in the Algerian setting (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2018).
4. FINDINGS
Case Study A: (Heritage Manufacturer – processed food), The company’s image is mostly based on its continuous and consistent delivery of quality products and operational experience. Marketing-related PR activities are carried out in an informal way, and CSR initiatives mainly concentrate on education and health awareness. The crisis management strategy is of a reactive nature and depends on the experience of the management team rather than on formal procedures.
Case Study B: (Children-focused Food Company – candy, chocolate, and biscuits), Through social media campaigns and participation in fairs, PR is to a certain extent formalized. There is a need for a disciplined Corporate Responsibility Program and a Crisis Communication plan for this company.  Current communication strategies are not optimised sufficiently, even though there are established quality assurance measures in place.
The reputation of this company relies heavily on operational control, technical expertise, and the reliability of its products. The semi-formalised way in which they currently implement Public Relations and Corporate Responsibility strategies is based more upon rectifying situations and establishing transparency during a Crisis Management process.
Case Study D: Tactical/Sales-driven Food Company - confectionery, chocolates, and biscuits: This organisation's reputation has primarily been established through tactical and sales-driven initiatives and has minimal CSR involvement. Crisis management is informal and depends on the spontaneity of decisions. The company's use of digital communication is very limited.
Case Study E: (Multi-cuisine Restaurant – casual dining), It's a digital-first PR approach with a heavy emphasis on hygiene and service quality. CSR and crisis preparedness are at a minimum. Social media is most often used for promotional purposes rather than for engagement.
Case Study F (Certification Agency – food quality certification): The company’s image is heavily dependent on its operational credibility, transparency, and acceptance of certification. CSR is a part of the communication strategy, and crisis management is well-organized. The use of digital monitoring is extensive, which makes it possible to respond quickly to any negative ​feedback.
The survey data showed that the majority of consumers were young adults (20-39), and females outnumbered males slightly (54.8%). Consumers' trust was mostly dependent on cleanliness, food safety, and transparency rather than on price or promotional tactics. Real CSR efforts were seen as a positive thing; however, fake or irregular ones were generally ignored. Social media played only a minor role in opinion forming, especially through such platforms as Facebook and Instagram. The most common ground of the respondents was that trust and loyalty could be significantly increased if companies managed crises in a timely, transparent, and responsible way.
Survey data analysis revealed a continual misconception between the way a company sees itself and how its customers perceive it. Companies often believed that their marketing and operational success had a greater influence on their reputation than in reality, whereas the main factors, like communication, transparency, and genuine CSR, were not given due attention. These findings signal the indispensability of PR as a strategic instrument for consumer trust and loyalty in the Algerian food ‍​‍‌market.
5. DISCUSSION  
Empirical​‍​‌‍​‍‌ findings have brought forward several highly significant perspectives about PR and corporate reputation in the Algerian agri-food sector. Among them are:
Firstly, PR systems are inconsistent across the companies examined. While in some instances there is proof of the use of a fully integrated approach, most cases show the use of informal or reactive strategies. Through this, it becomes clear that achieving operational excellence alone is not enough for the company to still be considered reputable by the public, hence the need for the formal use of PR mechanisms so that the good performance of the company is seen as credible.
Secondly, CSR genuineness is indispensable. Nowadays, consumers are getting more and more doubtful of superficial CSR initiatives; therefore, programs should be consistent, credible, and well-communicated. It has been illustrated through case studies that if the company does not give structured communication or does not integrate the corporate strategy, the CSR will only have a limited effect on the reputation, even if the company has the highest operational quality.
Thirdly, organizations need to take full advantage of digital engagement. Although most of them have social media accounts, the issue is that the interactions there are mostly one-sided and for promotion purposes only, not for dialogue. Two-way, quick digital PR communication can improve consumer perception by a great margin and thus result in the company’s quick recovery from bad publicity or scandal. Facebook and Instagram are the kind of platforms that are highly popular among the youth, hence the need for the company to provide interactive and transparent communication.
Fourthly, being prepared for crises is really a must. There was, however, only a handful of organizations that came with formal crisis protocols; the rest of them were basing their actions on ad hoc decisions. When it comes to crises, consumers give importance to three things: transparency, speed, and accountability. A company that handles a crisis situation in an incompetent way loses trust rapidly and, through this, shows the strategic value of having integrated PR and crisis management frameworks.
Lastly, the study confirms the synergy between the three key elements – operational quality, communication, and trust. By employing effective PR, a company can leverage its operational competence to build a solid reputation, while a mismatch in CSR authenticity, digital engagement, or crisis response might result in the undermining of even the highest-quality operations. In a market like Algeria, where consumer trust in food safety and corporate ethics matters a lot, companies cannot do without structured PR strategies if they are after gaining a sustainable competitive edge and long-term consumer ​‍​‌‍​‍‌loyalty.
6.  CONCLUSION 
PR​‍​‌‍​‍‌ ought to be a regulated strategic management function either by means of dedicated units or through the integration of corporate structures. A formalized crisis response should be the focus of a communication that is clear, promptly delivered, and accountable. Integrity in operations, hygiene, and quality control should be the main working principles that a company's stakeholders are continuously kept abreast of. Engagement via digital means should be a planned activity where social media is used for communication, gathering information, and reputation management. CSR projects must be viable and a part of the overall communication strategy. These changes lead to the transformation of operational performance into perceived reputational strength, thus consumer trust, loyalty, and sustainable competitive advantage in the Algerian food industry are ​‍​‌‍​‍‌boosted.
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