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What’s inside: An introduction to Online Reputation Management and 

the key terms and concepts you will need for this chapter. We look at how 

‘Dell Hell’ showed the influence a consumer can have on a brand and how it 

works. We then explore listening to the conversation, tracking tools to do this 

and when to respond.  We also cover tips on how to maximise and evolve the 

business and how to recover from an online brand attack. We then summarise 

the key message before ending off with how it all fits together through the 

bigger picture and a case study.
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and tactics. It aids in creating a marketing environment built on trust and 

transparency, not inflated perceptions and lies.

A company’s reputation has been shown to make a difference to its bottom line. 

Prioritising the role of stakeholders in their success and engaging with their 

consumers, companies who appear honest and transparent and who listen to 

their consumers benefit from a growing fan base of loyal customers who can 

then turn into passionate spokespeople and brand ambassadors. Companies 

who ignore the voices of their customers will see diminishing loyalty, and a 

growing resentment among the vocal online consumers.

Companies, and individuals, need to listen to what is being said about them, 

and learn how to respond to and engage with their consumers in this world of 

shifting power.

17.2 key terms and concepts

term definition

Brand promise

A brand promise is an explicit or implicit agreement between a business 

and a stakeholder used to measure expectation. For example: Apple’s 

promise may be to provide devices which are good to look at and easy to 

use.

Consumer 
Generated Media 
(CGM)

Information that is published online by individuals. This refers to videos, 

photos, blogs, audio and more. It is also referred to as social media. 

Dell Hell
The term used by Jeff Jarvis when his Dell computer malfunctioned, and 

he had a hard time getting appropriate customer service.

Feed reader An RSS aggregator that lets you view all your RSS feeds in one place.

Flog
A fake blog is known as a flog. For example when a company will start a

blog but pretend it is run by independent consumers.

Keyword
In online reputation management, a keyword is a term that is used when 

searching the Internet for mentions.

Key performance 
indicator (KPI)

A metric that shows whether a website is achieving its objectives.

Mentions
In online reputation management, mentions refer to the instances when a 

selected brand, company or staff members are talked about online, usually 

by clients or consumers. 

Online reputation
The aggregation of sentiment from mentions of an entity online will give its 

online reputation.

Online Reputation Management  ›  key terms and concepts

17.1 introduction
“I repeat: Today we’re in an all-out war for reputation. Our companies are 

battling – to an unprecedented extent – for our most vital assets: our own 

identities.” - Abbott chairman and CEO Miles D. White

Online conversations are taking place all the time: about politics, about Britney 

Spears, about a pet dog, about companies, about just about anything. People 

everywhere are reading and listening to the press, as well as engaging in and 

creating blogs, videos, mashups and more. Brand stakeholders (i.e. customers) 

are in a position to use the Internet to research the answers to those burning 

questions about a brand or a product. Consumer generated media (CGM) sits 

at the heart of this movement and it’s really big news for any company or 

personality today. Simply put: stakeholders are possibly more powerful now 

than they have ever been!

The social media chapters have detailed the tools of social media and the 

importance of word of mouth when it comes to building successful digital 

marketing campaigns. Consumers trust each other and brands are being made 

or destroyed based on what stakeholders feel towards them. In the words of 

James Smith, CEO of Aurora Food, “Brands don’t die, people kill them!” – a 

sobering thought indeed.

The use of social media has equipped consumers with a voice and a platform, 

and the ability to amplify their views and truly inform their decision making. 

The connected nature of the Internet makes these views easy to share, and 

the accessibility of social media tools makes it easy for other consumers to 

find these views, and respond and build on them. All of this contributes to the 

perception of the brand.

This must all be considered with the already low levels of trust towards brands 

and rising volumes of conversation taking place about them online. Clay Shirkey 

presents this well and argues that it is a numbers game – brands can simply 

no longer compete with the sheer volume of stakeholder-driven conversation 

taking place online. In the words of the McKinsey Quarterly “brands now only 

control 66% of their brand touch points”. The world of reputation management 

surely has changed from the paper based spin-doctory of the late 20th century. 

A simple search for your <brand name> +complaints (for example apple 
+complaints) is likely to demonstrate exactly how deep and powerful this 

movement is – with websites such as TripAdvisor boasting that 88% of visitors’ 

purchasing decisions are influenced based on reviews seen on their site.

Progressive brands have cottoned onto this enormously powerful (and 

immediate) data source which exists online. When used correctly, online 

conversation is actively assisting in guiding the brand on both strategies 

Online Reputation Management  ›  introduction
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Figure 17.1 A search for “Macbook” shows that there are a lot of entries 
on the SERP that Apple does not control.

Online reputation 
management  
(ORM)

Understanding and influencing the perception of an entity online.

Really simple 
syndication (RSS)

RSS allows you to receive/ syndicate this information without requiring you 

to constantly open new pages in your browser. 

Search engine 
results page 
(SERP)

What is seen on a search engine when a search is performed.

Stakeholder
A stakeholder is anybody who has something to gain from influencing the 

business/individual in a particular way. This typically includes consumers, 

employees, journalists etc.

17.3 Dell Hell 
17.3.1 What Can Happen When a Company 
Refuses to Listen

“Dell Hell” was a term coined by influential blogger Jeff Jarvis as he recounted 

the failure of his Dell computer and the failure of Dell customer service. His 

blog posts resonated with many readers who added their own comments of 

misery at the hands of Dell customer service. These posts caused the first 

popular study of the influence of blogs on brands, and have come to be 

definitive of the effects of a brand not listening.

The archives of all posts on Jeff Jarvis’ blog related to this can be found by 

going to http://www.buzzmachine.com/archives/cat_dell.html.

The series of posts began on 21 June 2005, in a post that has elicited over 

250 comments to date. The laptop Jeff Jarvis had just bought was clearly not 

functioning as it should. What irked him even further, though, was that he had 

“paid a fortune for the four-year, in-home service” yet he was told by Dell that 

if they sent someone to his home to assist him, the person would not have the 

parts necessary to fix his machine. The post ends:

“DELL SUCKS. DELL LIES. Put that in your Google and smoke it, Dell.”

Jeff Jarvis catalogued the repeated failings of Dell customer service, from 

emails sent to him that used the wrong name, to many time-inefficient 

diagnostic tests Dell wanted him to carry out, and still after much to-ing and 

fro-ing he had a computer that did not work and a warranty that seemed 

useless. His posts continued to attract many comments, and he often spoke 

directly to Dell in his blog, exhorting them to listen and to respond.

Online Reputation Management  ›  key terms and concepts



420 421

On the web, reputation matters. Many communities have their own reputation 

management for members, such as eBay, Digg and Reddit. This is based 

on the need for individuals interacting in those communities to know what 

content they should and shouldn’t trust. In these cases feedback is given by 

other community members, and affects the success of that member’s ability 

to transact within the community. Generally, participation, engagement and 

response are all used to rate a member’s reputation.

Websites which place an emphasis on the reviews of the community, such 

as IMDB.com for movies or Amazon.com for books, have algorithms which 

determine their most trusted reviewers, and they base some of their rankings 

on the opinions of that part of their community.

When shifting to the greater community of the Internet, participation, 

delivery on promises and appropriateness of response remain key factors in 

determining an organisation’s reputation.

17.4.1 Step 1: Monitor – Listen to 
the Conversation

Traditional focus groups can take a lot of time and money. Using the world’s 

largest, real-time focus group (the Internet) is often faster and cheaper. It’s all 

out there, connected via hyperlinks; full of content, images and movies... 

Keywords – the foundation to categorising and indexing the web – make it 

relatively simple (though possibly time-consuming) to track conversations 

taking place online manually. Customers are not using channels designated 

by a company to talk about that organisation, but the good news is that the 

Internet makes it easy for a company to identify and use the channels that 

customers have selected.

ORM Keywords
ORM allows a company to track mentions of itself, its staff, its products, its 

industry and its competitors. In fact, the tools allow for tracking of anything; it 

comes down to deciding what is relevant.

Typically, searches include the following main focus areas:

Company
•	 Brand name

•	 Key products

•	 Key personnel (names, job titles, etc)

•	 Key campaigns and activities

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 1: monitor - listen to the conversation

Eventually, he worked out the email address of Dell’s Chief Marketing Officer 

and Vice President for US Consumer Business and sent him an email detailing 

the ongoing saga that was not being resolved. Predictably, Jeff Jarvis received 

a phone call, and eventually the matter was resolved when he obtained a 

refund in July 2005.

Analysts noted the influence of social media and a brand’s online reputation, 

and this showed in the falling consumer confidence in Dell. It may not be directly 

related to one blogger, and Dell admitted to neglecting customer service for 

some time, but “in the midst of this silicon opera, Dell’s customer satisfaction 

rating, market share, and share price in the US all shrank” (Jarvis, 2005). 

Figure 17.2  A graph illustrating the effect a reputation crisis can have on  
the bottom line.

Today, Dell has come a long way. Dell has launched Dell IdeaStorm (www.

dellideastorm.com), where Dell customers and enthusiasts can communicate 

with the company. Crucially, customers can, and do, tell Dell what features 

they want in a laptop, and Dell then feeds this into its product development.

17.4 how it works
Online reputation management uses digital means to monitor and analyse a 

brand’s reputation online, and engage in digital conversation so as to influence 

its reputation and gain strategic insights to guide business decision making. 

The aim is to improve stakeholder experience with the brand resulting in trust, 

loyalty in the brand, and sustainable business growth. 

Online Reputation Management  ›  dell hell  ›  what can happen when a company refuses to listen
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Industry
•	 “Consumer Electronics Show” +“Las Vegas”

•	 “CEBIT”

Competitors
•	  Microsoft

•	 Micro soft

It is also important to track common misspellings, all related companies and 

all related websites (as was done for competitors above).

Tracking the names of people key to a company can highlight potential brand 

attacks, or can demonstrate new areas of outreach for a company.

Brand names, employee names, product names and even competitor names 

are not unique. To save yourself from monitoring too much, identify keywords 

which will indicate that a post has nothing to do with your company, and 

exclusive match that  keyword in your searches.

For example, “apple” could refer to a consumer electronics company, or it 

could appear in a post about the health benefi ts of fruit. Finding keywords that 

will indicate context can help to save time. So, you could exclusive match words 

like “fruit”, “tasty” and “granny smith”.

How to track: CGM and Search
Thankfully, ORM does not entail hourly searches on your favourite  search 

engine to see what conversations are taking place online. There are a number 

of search engines that allow for narrowing a search to particular media or 

industries. RSS  means that these results can be updated regularly and kept 

conveniently in one place.

There are also great paid for services such as  BrandsEye which provides full 

monitoring of the Internet.

Monitoring all mentions means that the following needs to be tracked:

•	 Blogs

•	  Twitter

•	 News

•	 Forums

•	 Comment boards

•	 Photos

•	 Videos

•	 Job Listings

•	 Events

•	 Patents

•	 Website changes

•	 and more!

 Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 1: monitor - listen to the conversation

      note 
Remember  RSS from the 
 social media chapter? It 
means that you can keep 
track of everything in one 
central place.

      

Industry
•	 Conferences

•	 Patents

•	 News

Competitors
•	 Brand names

•	 Product launches

•	 Website updates

•	 Job vacancies

•	 Key people

When selecting keywords, there are essentially four different types of searches 

which can be performed. Each modifi es the specifi c type of data collected and 

aims to improve the quality and depth of the data which is found by an ORM 

tool.

The four operators are:
•	 Broad match – i.e.  Apple Computers. This is when any of or all words must 

be found in the mention for that result to be found by the ORM tool.

•	 Direct match – i.e. “ Apple Computers”  This is denoted by quotation marks 

and dictates that the ORM tool should only fi nd mentions where the phrase 

appears complete and in order in the content.

•	 Inclusive match – i.e.  Apple +computers. This is denoted by an addition sign 

directly before a word or phrase. This will direct an ORM tool to search 

for any mention which contains both  Apple AND Computers although not 

necessarily in that order.

•	 Exclusive match - i.e.  Apple –fruit. This is denoted by a subtraction sign 

directly before a word or phrase. This will instruct an ORM tool to include 

only mentions which contain the fi rst word or phrase but not when the 

second word is also in the same mention.

Combinations of these four types of searches (operators) can be used 

to improve accuracy. 

For example:  “ Apple Computers” +”steve jobs” –fruit.

Applying this theory to the groupings above, some keywords for  Apple used 

might be:

Company
•	 “ Apple computers”

•	 “ www.apple.com”

•	  Apple +Macbook, “iPod nano”, “Macbook Air”, “iTunes” +music -radio

•	 “Steve Jobs”

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 1: monitor - listen to the conversation

note
If you want to try this out 
then go to your favourite 

 search engine and see 
if you can identify some 

keywords for your 
business/personal brand.
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Yahoo! has a number of Social Media companies under its umbrella, and most 

provide the opportunity to monitor mentions via RSS.

•	 Flickr: www.flickr.com/search

 » RSS updates for searches on a particular keyword will reveal 

when a brand name has been used in tagging a photo.

•	 Yahoo! Upcoming: upcoming.yahoo.com

 » Yahoo!’s Upcoming will alert you via RSS for any upcoming 

events related to the keyword you have selected. 

•	 Del.icio.us: del.icio.us

 » An RSS feed can be created for URLs tagged with keywords, or 

for new bookmarking of a URL.

•	 Yahoo! Pipes: pipes.yahoo.com/pipes

 » Yahoo! Pipes allows anyone to set up a custom buzz monitoring 

tool with bespoke filters. 

There might be websites that a company would like to monitor for keyword 

mentions that do not offer RSS feeds. Using a service such as Rollyo (www.

rollyo.com) allows the creation of a custom search engine which will search 

those specific sites only.

 

Listening is the first step to getting involved in the conversation surrounding 

a company. Using search tools and RSS feeds means that information can 

be accessed quickly and in one place, without the need to visit hundreds of 

websites.

17.4.2 Step 2: Measure – Learn, 
Understand, Evolve 

As a marketer, the first step in looking at who is saying what is to take stock of 

the messages being sent by your own company. This includes: all websites and 

domains owned by a company, all blogs maintained by employees (whether 

company blogs or personal blogs) and all blogs maintained by ex-employees. 

An audit should give an idea of the content that is available to the public and 

what that content is saying.

With regular RSS updates (or the use of an ORM tool) declaring that selected 

keywords have been used in some form of social media, a growing list is being 

created of mentions surrounding a brand. Now what?

Even in the democratised world of the Internet, not all mentions are equal. 

They vary in terms of positivity or negativity, influence and impact. Not all 

mentions require action from a company. Some require drastic measures to be 

taken. But all, no matter how quiet or how loud, should be used to learn what  

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 2: measure – learn, understand, evolve

There are a number of different tools that monitor these areas, and supply 

the results via email alerts or RSS feeds. Below are some free tools that are 

available.

Google has several bespoke search services, and periodically adds more to the 

list. With the services below, an RSS feed is available for the search (Google 

Alerts sends weekly or daily emails with updates), so that all updates can be 

available through a feed reader.

•	 Google Alerts: www.google.com/alerts

 » Google Alerts will send an email when the keyword is used in either 

a credible news item or a blog post.

•	 Google News: news.google.com

 » Google News searches all news items for mentions of a keyword.

•	 Google Blog Search: blogsearch.google.com

 » Google Blog Search searches all blog posts for mentions of a keyword.

•	 Google Patent Search: www.google.com/patents

 » Google Patent Search allows you to keep track of all filings related 

to an industry, and searches can be done to see if there are patent 

filings which might infringe on other patents.

•	 Google Video Search: video.google.com/videosearch

 » Video Search relies on the data that has been added to describe a 

video, and will return results based on keyword matches.

There are several search engines which focus solely on tracking blogs, 

news and other social media, and can provide trends for searches. As well 

as providing regular updates of new postings, these search engines can 

also provide an overview over a certain period of time.

•	 Blogpulse: www.blogpulse.com

 » Blogpulse tracks conversations and trends and supplies an RSS feed 

for updates. 

•	 Technorati: www.technorati.com

 » Technorati tracks blogs and tagged social media.

Keeping track of blogposts is one thing, but mentions of a company can 

also appear in blog comments and on forum postings. The following two 

services assist in monitoring comments and forums.

•	 Boardtracker: www.boardtracker.com 

 » Boardtracker monitors popular forums and provides alerts via SMS 

for keywords mentioned in a thread. 

•	 Co.mments: co.mments.com

 » RSS alerts can be created for mentions of a keyword in the comments 

of blogposts.

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 1: monitor - listen to the conversation
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There are also a number of paid for services on the market that will assist 

in monitoring, aggregating this information and identifying business key 

performance indicators (KPI) to ensure you are always on-top of your reputation.

BrandsEye (www.brandseye.com), an ORM service launched in 2008, does 

exactly that.

It tracks an estimated 35 billion websites for mentions, and allows users to 

customise reporting and data segmentation to better track relevant terms.  

Figure 17.4  An example of a reputation graph.

17.4.3 Step 3: Managing – Dealing with 
Opportunities and Threats

The best way to show you are listening is, well, the same as with a normal 

conversation. Comment when it’s appropriate, listen with interest, be polite, 

respectful and add value wherever possible. Online is much the same but there 

are many channels available to companies to become an active participant in 

the conversation. 

Brands which are most successful with ORM are constantly on the lookout 

for opportunities with which to propel their brand, and are keeping their eyes 

peeled for risks which may threaten their reputation. In both situations, the 

power sits in how the brand responds. This response can range from a direct 

CGM engagement to a full new communications/brand/marketing campaign. 

Ultimately it depends on how powerful the opportunity or risk is.

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 3: managing – dealing with opportunities and threats

note
BrandsEye uses the 
mentions to generate 
a reputation score. The 
reputation score is based 
on an algorithm that uses 
24 factors, including the 
number and frequency of 
mentions, the sentiment 
of the mention and the 
influence of the mention 
to arrive at its outcomes.

stakeholders believe, understand how they arrived at that belief and evolve 

activities to improve the success of activities constantly. 

Whether a post is positive, negative or indifferent can be quickly assessed by 

reading it. Influence can be a little harder to establish.

Indicators of influence, such as traffic, links and subscriber numbers, can all 

assist in assessing the influence of a blog. There are also services such as 

Blog Influence (www.bloginfluence.net) and Social Meter (www.socialmeter.com) 

which will show the audience and reach for an entered URL. There is also an 

increasing amount of specific social network influence tools available such 

as Klout (www.klout.com) or Twitalyzer (www.twitalyzer.com). However, all 

statements, particularly inflammatory ones, should still be monitored. Their 

influence may be low but sensationalised content often has a high impact.

Influence can also assist in establishing the credibility of the author. Factors 

which can indicate credibility include the size of the blog’s audience, the 

frequency of posts, the age of the blog, and the quality and regularity of 

engagement (comments, likes, retweets etc).

The source should also be looked at: is the mention a news item or a comment 

on a photo from a consumer’s holiday? 

To be able to monitor reputation over time, it can be a good idea to aggregate the 

information into a spreadsheet or database along with the factors mentioned 

above. Most ORM tools do, however, provide this functionality by default. It is 

necessary to determine what is important to the reputation of the company you 

are monitoring, and perhaps adapt factors accordingly.

Your database might look something like this:

URL of mention
Praise, 
complaint, 
neutral

Source Credibility Influence Action

www.joesoapblog.
com/ihatethisbrand

Complaint Blog 
post

Very 
credible, 
well-
respected 
author.

Widely read Post public 
comment 
acknowledging 
mistake and 
proposing 
rectification.

www.ryanthewriter.
wordpress.com

Praise Video 
blog

Not credible 
or trusted, 
first blog 
post on 
website.

Blog recently 
created, 
unlikely to 
have wide 
readership.

Promote blog, 
thank the user 
for praise, or 
ignore the post.

Figure 17.3  A graph illustrating how a reputation crisis can impact your 
bottom line.

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 2: measure – learn, understand, evolve



428 429

Criticism need not necessarily come from customers, but it is important to be 

aware of it. If a criticism involves false information, it should be corrected. And 

if the criticism is true, then it should be dealt with as such. 

Responding
Responding involves recognising that consumers hold the upperhand in the 

relationship. They are better trusted, there are more of them and in most cases, 

the barriers to exit from a brand are relatively low. As such they dictate the 

channels of communication. An organisation needs to go to the consumer, not 

the other way around. Ignoring this will result in the business losing customers 

because they not willing to truly engage.

In South Africa, MWEB Guy is the name of a MWEB representative who monitors 

Facebook and Twitter and resolves complaints and queries as well as offering 

assistance. Instead of directing customers to an FAQ section on a MWEB site, 

MWEB has followed their consumers to the channel that the consumers prefer.

Not only does MWEB resolve questions online, but they also use it to provide 

key information that consumers desire. 

Figure 17.5  Responding to comments is an important part of community 
management.

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 3: managing – dealing with opportunities and threats

tip
Visit http://www.facebook.
com/FreeTheWebSA to see 
how MWEB is using the 
channel to interact with 
customers.

When to talk (and when not to):
When everything being said is nice?
A fantastic position to be in is that every possible mention that includes your 

company, its employees and products, is overwhelmingly positive. Well done. 

However, that does not mean that there is nothing to do. Stakeholders are 

being positive about the brand because their expectation is being exceeded. 

Unfortunately expectations change. 

Brands that constantly exceed expectations will see the expectations of 

stakeholders change to meet this new norm. Brands need to stay on their 

toes and constantly be on the lookout for new and innovative ways to meet and 

develop their brand promise. That said, during this time the brand must do 

everything in its power to drive high volumes of conversation. This conversation 

will typically carry some or all of the sentiments associated with the brand.

What if everything being said is neutral?
Then it sounds like the company is very boring – not a good way to get attention. 

As Seth Godin (www.sethgodin.com) puts it, “safe is risky”. If a company is 

playing it so safe that no one can be bothered to either send praise or criticism 

its way, it’s in danger of being forgotten. The next step is no one talking about 

the company at all.

What if negative things are being said?
Negative statements should be understood as broken brand promises. There is 

underperformance on expectation, and it must be dealt with as a matter of high 

priority. During this period, brands need to be very careful not to stir up any 

more conversation than is absolutely necessary. That said, it’s certainly not all 

doom and gloom. If the conversation is broadly negative, it is normally because 

there is some underlying problem and this information provides the business 

with focus to resolve it.

Complaints are from stakeholders who have had dealings with a company 

which hasn’t met their expectations. By complaining, this customer is, often 

unwittingly, giving the company the opportunity to make things right, and is 

probably indicating where the company can improve. Usually, the skilled 

customer service department of a company should deal with these. They 

should also share insights with the business strategy department so the 

underlying problems can be prioritised and resolved.

If a complaint is online, the resolution should be there as well, although you 

can try to have it taken offline first. Even though the customer service will likely 

take place either over email or by phone, posting a personalised comment in a 

blog post, for example, will demonstrate to the community that the company, 

listens, responds and serves the critical objective of actually resolving the 

underlying issues.

Online Reputation Management  ›  how it works  ›  step 3: managing – dealing with opportunities and threats
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3. Act immediately! 
One of the easiest ways to solve the majority of brand attacks is to respond 

quickly. A brand that shows it is listening and does indeed care will go far when 

it comes to ensuring a solid online reputation. A conscious reaction is the only 

way forward - acknowledging what has been said and reacting accordingly. 

4. If what they’re saying is false... 
If the mention of your brand is factually incorrect, in a friendly tone, send the 

person evidence that they are wrong, ask for removal or retraction of the entry, 

and offer to keep them informed of future news. If no action is taken by the blog 

author, then add a comment. 

5. If what they’re saying is true... 
If it is true, learn from the “Dell Hell” phenomenon. If the mention is negative 

but true then send your side of the story and try as hard as you can to take it 

offline. 

6. Keep the negative pages out of the search engines 
Keeping more people from reading negative things about your brand is 

imperative. What you can do is knock them off the first page of the results 

with basic SEO topped with some social media page setups such as Facebook 

and Twitter or blog posts. Keep adding pages and links until you’ve forced the 

offending pages out of sight. 

7. Maintain communication 
If you aren’t an active member of the online community, it tends to be a little 

harder to recover from an online attack. If your company doesn’t have a blog, 

start one. Participate in industry forums and chat rooms. Build genuine 

credibility as a member of these conversations and you’ll find that people will 

have more respect for you and your brand.

8. Engage in the conversation 
Keep your brand in the face of consumers by engaging in the conversation. 

This could be done by making use of blogs, communicating with customers 

and being as open and honest as possible. Engaging in, and leading, the 

conversation allows you to build an authentic voice. If a crisis hits, you will be 

well placed to respond in a way that is authentic.

9. Care 
If you truly care what your customers think then most of this will come naturally. 

That’s all people want. They give you their money, they just want some good 

service and respect in return. 

10. Be prepared 
No brand is immune from an online brand attack. The best brands have 

Online Reputation Management  ›  10 rules to recover from an online brand attack

note
Apple came in for heavy 
criticism from fans when 
it dropped the price of the 
iPhone from $599 to $399 
just two months after 
it launched. Steve Jobs 
from Apple responded 
within days with a candid 
open letter, and a $100 
voucher for customers 
who had bought the more 
expensive phone. You can 
read his letter at  
www.apple.com/hotnews/
openiphoneletter

If you are responding to a blogpost, find the writer’s contact details on the blog 

and email her directly. At a last resort, use the comments to make contact with 

the blogger.

When responding, be transparent, honest and treat the person as you yourself 

would like to be treated. At all times, remember that you are engaged in 

conversation, not a dictation. Finally, remember that online, evidence is forever 

so try keeping it to a minimum.

17.4.4 Step 4: Maximise – Evolve 
the Business!

So, you are monitoring the conversation, you are measuring it, refining your 

successes and actively managing perception. Good job! However, you can still 

do more with the data. The final, and ongoing, step of ORM is the process of 

using the data to help make statistically supported decisions about the future. 

It’s about using the information that you have recorded and then asking specific 

questions of it. These could range all the way from the most basic such as 

“Which is the best day to launch a product?” all the way through to identifying 

business innovation opportunities and threats. 

The more data one has, the bigger decisions one can make. By using online 

conversation as a source of data means that results are returned in near 

real-time. This empowers a brand to make decisions more quickly and with 

more information so they can keep the business evolving and narrow the gap 

between business offering and stakeholder expectation.  

17.5  ten rules to recover from an online 
brand attack

These 10 rules to recovery should provide a practical approach for brands 

facing an online threat.

 
1. Humility 
Before you can recover from an online brand attack you have to be aware that 

your brand can be attacked - no matter how big it is or how untouchable it may 

seem. 

2. Listen 
Once you have a clear understanding of the scope of the possible effects of an 

online attack and are committed to maintaining a good reputation online, you’re 

halfway there. Next you’ve got to understand how the process of consumer 

complaints has evolved. Use this understanding to guide your actions.
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 ORM tools can help to identify what keywords and key phrases to target (and 

which are being targeted by a company’s competitors).

ORM should also be used for determining the success of any marketing 

campaign that is not directly related to sales. It can show growing brand 

recognition as well as consumer sentiment.

17.8 case study:  Woolworths & Yuppiechef raise R100 000 for charity

Woolworths is an upmarket retail chain which sells a variety of products ranging from 

food and wine to clothing and cosmetics. It has a long-standing reputation of being 

a retail leader within the South African market, known for high-quality consumer 

products of a consistent nature. Yuppiechef is an online premium kitchen tool store 

which sells leading international products, delivering them to the customer’s doorstep. 

Previously the two brands had never interacted in a formal capacity.

Figure 17.6  In-store advertising for the Woolies Lovebirds Campaign.

As part of their online Valentine’s Day campaign, Woolworths started the “Woolies 

Lovebirds Competition”. To enter, one had to register online and tweet their valentine, 

standing a chance at winning amazing prizes. 

However, an error was made in all their national campaign signage. A single, yet vital 

letter was omitted. 

When the national network of posters was published the URL read:

www.woolieslovebird.co.za (excluding the “s”). The domain was registered as:  

www.woolieslovebirds.co.za. This is where Yuppiechef took advantage of an error, 

turning what could have been a campaign setback into something the market had 

never before seen. 

Online Reputation Management  ›  case study

strategies in place to immediately identify a reputation crisis and respond to it 

quickly enough to stop the negative word of mouth spreading. 

If all else fails, apologise and move on. Bottom line - by making bloggers 

familiar with your voice, you will be better placed to respond to criticism. 

Consumers can spot last-minute corporate fire-fighting - they should know 

and trust your voice already.

17.6 summary
Conversations are taking place all the time on the Internet, and it is crucial for 

companies to be aware of what is being said about them. Customers are now 

dictating the channels of communication, and companies that cannot engage 

with their consumers in this way stand to lose them.

ORM is about using the tools of the Internet, the same tools that customers 

are using, to monitor, analyse, influence the conversation and gain business 

insight. Companies need to learn to listen and engage.

There are many free and paid for tools available for monitoring online 

conversations, and with most it is easy to set up custom RSS feeds that will 

update with any new mentions. Mentions need to be analysed for sentiment, 

credibility, influence and source, and appropriate action to be taken.

Responses should be swift, factual, transparent and honest. The best way for 

a company to influence the conversation is to be involved in it through the tools 

of social media.

ORM can help a company to gain an inherent understanding of how consumers 

perceive and interact with their brand, and thus can provide a platform for 

planning marketing campaigns.

17.7 the bigger picture
ORM monitors all mentions of a brand, and should guide a brand in using social 

media to communicate. It can help to identify hotspots for viral word of mouth 

marketing, and should be used to ensure that that word of mouth is positive.

WebPR works hand in hand with ORM. ORM tools are used to listen, and WebPR 

helps a company to respond and engage.

ORM can also identify new sources for possible link growth for an SEO strategy. 

Every mention can be used to build links, and to report on the links obtained. 
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case study questions

1. What do you think would have happened if Woolworths had ignored the ransom note and 

re-launched the campaign?

2. Do you think the PR boost gained from the ransom campaign was better than what 

Woolworths would have gained from the original Valentine’s campaign? Why so?

3. Why would some brands not engage with smaller, lesser known companies? 

chapter questions

1. When dealing with complaints or criticism, why should a company try to take them offline 

first?

2. How do you think a company can encourage customers to use established customer 

service channels as opposed to social media, and what are the benefits of doing so?

3. Choose a company, and use at least one of the services listed in the chapter to gain an 

overview of its online reputation. Find a positive mention, a neutral and a negative mention, 

and determine the influence of each. What action would you recommend to each?

4. Vodacom has a representative on the forum www.mybroadband.co.za. Visit the forum 

and consider the style the representative, Vodacom3G, uses when posting. Does it sound 

corporate, or like an individual? What is the effect of the style that the poster uses?
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When Yuppiechef realised the oversight it registered the domain on the posters 

(without the “s”) and held Woolworths for ransom. The Yuppiechef team put together 

a ransom note, demanding Woolworths match every rand donated by fans between a 

set period to Soil For Life. Yuppiechef also kindly capped the amount at R5000.

Figure 17.6  The ransom letter sent by YuppieChef.

The Social Media team at Woolworths went to the extent of increasing the ransom 

money to R7500 and running a Twitter campaign encouraging sponsorship for the 

charity: “Our lovebirds have been held for ransom! Help us get them back, donate 

now!”

The result was overwhelming. Several corporate brands, media members and the 

general public all contributed, raising R100 000 just before the deadline. Woolworths 

was able to avoid a major reputation crisis via speedy response and engagement. 

Woolworths was also commended by business – and the public – for their response 

to the website ‘hijacking’. Instead of threatening legal action, the brand took the next 

step by upping the donated amount. Woolworths was able to turn what could have 

been a failed campaign into a massive PR boost.
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further reading

•	 www.brandseye.com/blog - the blog from Brandseye

•	 www.gottaquirk.com/blog/0/18 - posts from Quirk on ORM on their blog, Gottaquirk, 

highlighting real life ORM

•	 www.marketingpilgrim.com/category/reputation-management - insights from Andy Beal 

and others at Marketing Pilgrim on ORM, including how tos and tools

•	 http://notetaker.typepad.com/cgm/ - Pete Blackshaw provides insights on ORM, social 

media and WebPR
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