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ABSTRACT 
 

Alibaba is a large Chinese conglomerate of internet related companies based in China that faces 
credibility, ethical, image, and reputation management issues.  The case is suitable for a management 
course such as beginning management, strategic planning,  international management or international 
marketing course.   

CASE SUMMARY 
 

The Alibaba group is involved in 240 countries and regions with 24,000 employees  (Barczyk et al 
2011).The company's 25 business units provide business to business, business to consumer, and 
consumer to consumer services including an online payment business, a cloud computing business and 
group buying services (Barczyk, 2011). While most of its customers come from India, Korea, Japan, and 
Asia, Alibaba has US markets and developing and emerging markets in its future plans.  
 
Jack Ma, the CEO, lived through the cultural revolution, had a business failure, and started Alibaba in 
1999 as an online platform for Chinese manufacturers. It has grown by developing numerous internet 
services and is currently valued from between $77 billion to $80 billion (Perez, 2013).  Jack Ma always 
emphasized that customers were first, employees second, and then shareholders.  He often does not 
pursue typical profit streams because he believes that profits will follow if the online platforms provide 
customer value (Epstein, 2011).  
 
Alibaba experienced a  major international scandal when some Alibaba sales employees generated fake 
suppliers and fake store fronts (Epstein, 2011).  In addition, many counterfeit products can be found on 
Taobao's web site.  Other employees have accepted bribes and engaged in questionable business 
practices (Trieu, 2012).  
 
Given its world wide reach and dependent on customer trust can a large company maintain a reputation 
of ethics? Can the CEO of a large company even well intentioned  maintain a culture of ethics? How 
does a large company maintain its reputation, can one CEO do it or is a more systematic company 
system needed? 
 
Suggestions for using the case 
 
The case is a good example of a very successful  company that has grown from simple roots to a large 
international company.  Although based on some core values passed down from its CEO, its reputation 
has been damaged by ethical breaches.  Initially Chinese customers were very reluctant to either 
purchase or sell online, so  Alibaba went to great lengths to build their trust.  Now its size, global reach, 
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number of employees, and fast expansion make managing reputation more difficult.  Can the CEO of a 
large company maintain a reputation ethics or is something else needed? 
 
Learning Objectives and Suggested Assignment Questions 
Teaching Objectives:  
1.  Evaluate the company's ethical and reputation lapses. 
2. Evaluate the company's reputation management program. 
3. Propose alternatives methods of maintaining a company's reputation  
4. Recommend methods for maintaining Alibaba's reputation. 
Suggested Assignment Questions:  
1. Prepare an overview of the ethical breaches suffered by Alibaba. Are these sufficient to indicate 

major issues that require more attention? 
2. Analyze the environment facing Alibaba both domestically and internationally.  Where have large 

and expanding companies experienced damaged reputations.  Does its worldwide reach expose it to 
different kinds of negative publicity? Where else does Alibaba face damages to its reputation? 

3. What methods of reputation management have other large companies used? 
4. What recommendations would you make to Jack Ma and his replacement? 

 
Teaching Outline and Analysis 
 
The above questions can be used  to stimulate class discussions, group assignments, or written 
assignments. Discussions can then proceed to issues other companies have faced when going 
international.  The discussion can also include the increasing risks from corporate psychopaths, angry 
individuals using social media, and from angry competitors.  Students can be assigned the questions or 
the questions can be assigned to groups.  
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