
Online Reputation Management and Your Business 
 
 
 
The past decade has seen sweeping changes in the way people 
communicate and make consumer decisions. The pace of technology is 
rapid. Because of this, your or your client’s business has to be on top of 
these changes and have an understanding how they can seriously affect 
your  reputation.  
 
It’s a digital world and consumers look to the internet when making 
decisions and are even quicker to share if they have a bad experience. They 
no longer rely on TV commercials or radio ads to make their decisions. 
Rather, they’re talking to friends online, seeking out reviews from actual 
customers and digging up dirt before they shell out any cash. For your 
business to fare well in these changing times, it’s important to engage in 
effective Online Reputation Management.  
 
If you’re not familiar with the term, Online Reputation Management is the 
act of fostering a good online reputation, monitoring potential problems and 
cleaning things up where necessary.  It doesn’t matter if your business is in 
a tiny town in Iowa or Manitoba, your company’s reputation has gone 
virtual and it’s also gone global. This report will show you why Online 
Reputation Management is important to your business and how to start 
taking steps to ensure your company’s good online name.  
 
Why Online Reputation Management is Crucial for Your 
Business 
 
Many business owners think they don’t need to worry about their online 
reputation because they are only looking for business in their local 
community. They might give themselves a false sense of security by saying 
they don’t advertise online or they aren’t involved in social media, so they 
can’t be affected.  
 
While it’s true that how you participate online can have a huge effect on 
your online reputation, the biggest part of Online Reputation Management 
comes from things that are out of your control. Or at least they seem like 
they’re out of your control, unless you know what you’re doing.  
 
Imagine this hypothetical, but very realistic, example: 



 
Sally comes into your fine dining restaurant. There are a few hiccups in the kitchen 
and the food didn’t quite turn out as it should. Add to that, the server accidentally 
spilled a drink, making the evening seem a whole lot worse to poor Sally. It’s a 
situation that happens every day in most businesses. While we hope customers 
realize that bad experiences aren’t typical and we try to smooth things out, some 
customers will still leave unhappy.  
 
Sally leaves the restaurant and whips out her iPhone. She immediately opens up 
her Facebook app and talks about the terrible experience she had in your 
restaurant. Her friends from your town start posting and say, “Thanks for the 
warning,” and “I’ll never go there.” Then, the friend she met on her trip to Sweden 
says, “That’s ridiculous. I’d demand a refund,” and it goes on from there. All the 
while, her chums from high school and her co-workers see this conversation and it 
forms a negative image of your restaurant. 
 
Perhaps Sally only has 100 Facebook “friends” or maybe she has 3003, so 
you never know how far reaching actions from customers like Sally might 
be. The fact is that these little conversations are going on every single day 
online and they can have a direct effect on your business. It doesn’t matter 
that some of the people chiming in are halfway across the world and will 
never enter your front door; they are contributing to the negative noise 
about your business that your potential customers can see. So while you 
may do business only in your small town, your online reputation is in the 
hands of just about anyone anywhere.  
 
Start with Stellar Customer Experiences  
 
It may seem obvious, but a business that offers poor service or less than 
satisfactory products doesn’t need Online Reputation Management. That 
business needs to fix the issues within their own organization before 
attempting to put out fire after fire.  
 
Even if your company is doing pretty well, it’s best to take a look and see 
where improvements can be made. A few questions you might ask yourself: 
 

• Can you streamline the process of serving your customers in any way?  
• Do you need to do some work on ensuring consistency of the product or 

service? 
• Can you improve the quality of the product while maintaining good profits?  
• Is there a particular employee that you’ve been keeping around, even 

though customers often complain about their service?  
 



Work to making your customer experience shipshape. With today’s social-
focused Internet, you’re going to need it. Of course, hiccups can happen 
and it’s important to listen to your customers and make an offer to improve 
their experience. Whether they complain while at your establishment or do 
it later on the Internet, you need to approach things with the same dose of 
common courtesy and sense.  
 
Social Media: The Good, The Bad and The Ugly 
 
There’s no denying that it’s a social media world out there. There’s 
Facebook, Twitter, Yelp, message boards and all kinds of places where 
people gather socially. And it happens 24 hours per day, 7 days per week. 
That’s a lot of conversation. 
 
The worrisome part of all this is that, just like in “real” life, good news 
travels fast, but bad news travel faster. Whether it’s people’s desire for 
drama or the need to console a friend who has had a bad experience, it’s 
the bad stuff that really gets a lot of traction out there. So whether it’s a 
mistake, misunderstanding or a fundamental problem with your 
organization, you need to be prepared when bad news gets out there. When 
you anger one customer, it can create a mob mentality you may have to 
answer to.  
 

 
 
Here’s an example of mob mentality: 



 
In February 10, 2010, writer and producer, Kevin Smith had a bad experience with 
Southwest Airlines. In a fit of anger, he took to his Twitter account, demanding an 
explanation from the airline and sharing his story with whomever would listen 
(today, Smith has nearly 2 million followers on Twitter). What resulted was a huge 
storm of people sharing his story further. They also were calling and messaging 
Southwest Airlines, demanding an explanation. Blogs all over the Net and official 
news outlets also picked up the story, bringing unwanted attention to the airline. 
 
While you may not have celebrities frequenting your establishment on a 
regular basis, your business needs to be ready for situations like this, even on 
a small scale. How can you be prepared and how would you respond in such a 
situation? Here’s another example of bad PR with an airline. This time is was 
United and How saving $1,200 cost United Airlines 10,772,839 negative 
views on YouTube 

 
 
 
 
Here’s another example, where every day people (not celebrities) 
caused a kerfuffle: 
 
In July 2011, DVD rental company Netflix suddenly announced a new policy that 
affected the pricing of its service for millions of its subscribers. In a huge online 
uproar, subscribers announced they were leaving, shared information about 



suitable competitors to flock to and encouraged others to jump ship from Netflix as 
well.  
 
Since that time, there was a steady decline and the company lost over 800,000 
subscribers in the third quarter of 2011. Of course, we all know that Netflix was 
able to rebound from that. But could your smaller business recover quickly from a 
flurry of bad tweets?  
 
While Netflix CEO Reed Hastings stated the company had sound reasons for the 
policy changes, he acknowledged that the delivery of their message was poorly 
handled and resulted in a backlash that was impossible to have any control over.  
 
The invention of the social media has created a venue for everyday 
individuals to have an impact on the success of any business. While you 
may not have millions of customers, small blow-ups to your online 
reputation can have far-reaching effects on your small business. It’s all a 
matter of scale, and protecting your reputation is key to your business’s 
long term success.  
 
People Are Talking About You Online and You Might Not Even 
Know It 
 
Conversations are happening all over cyberspace. Whether it’s through 
email, a social networking site, a review site, message board, a blog or a 
check-in site, people are talking about the things they like and don’t like 
every moment of the day.  
 
The first step to taking control of your online reputation is to understand 
where these conversations are taking place. Here is a brief overview to give 
you a handle on things: 
 

• Social Networking: Most of us are familiar with social networking sites. 
I’m talking about sites like Facebook, Twitter, Google+ and LinkedIn. Users 
share their opinions with their friends, send private messages and many 
updates can be viewed by the general public.  
 

• Review Websites: There are privately run review websites all over the 
web, but there are also social review sites that continue to grow in 
popularity. Sites like Yelp.com, Tripadvisor.com, Google Places make it easy 
for users to review any business located just about anywhere. Members of 
these sites routinely check reviews of other businesses and look for reviews 
posted by their friends before making their own consumer decision, so good 
reviews are very important.   



 

 
 

• Message Boards: Message boards and forums are everywhere. They can 
be on just about any topic and be frequented by any group of people. These 
are often tight-knit groups that look to each other for advice and for sharing 
opinions. When a bad story is posted on a well-established forum, the 
eruption that ensues can be quite problematic. 
 

• Blogs: While one can argue that some blogs are not journalism, it’s tough 
to argue that bloggers aren’t the journalists for the 21st century. Bloggers 
exert great influence. However, with a vast difference in tone, style and 
ethics of many, it can be difficult to wade through the bad seeds and those 



who write with journalistic integrity.  A bitter blogger can easily compromise 
your online reputation.  
 

• Check-In Sites: From Four Square to Swarm and Facebook Places, 
announcing one’s location online has become quite fashionable. When users 
visit a business, they make a few taps on their mobile phone and their 
location is broadcast. Users receive incentives to post their location and to 
leave reviews and comments about their experiences.  
 
In short, there are many places your customers can be talking about you 
and we’ve barely touched the surface. Now, I can appreciate that what I’m 
telling you may sound daunting. You might be thinking that there is no 
possible way you can keep tabs on all those conversations or even know 
where they’re taking place.  
 
To a large extent, you’re right.  
 
There are plenty of tools and experts to help you when it comes to keeping 
track of online conversations, but it’s true that it’s not possible to know 
about them all. The key here is to maintain a positive online reputation that 
outshines any negativity that pops up.  
 

 
 
Let’s look at an example… 
 
 



PayPal and How They Persevere: 
 
Everyone’s heard of the online payment processor PayPal. Owned by eBay, they 
now have 100 million active account holders and are the leading third party 
payment processor online.  
 
What might be surprising to you is how they managed to get so big, when they 
have more than their fair share of very public opposition. There are entire websites 
dedicated to destroying PayPal’s good name and many of these sites have a fairly 
large following. Yet PayPal continues to grow and enjoy a mostly positive 
reputation, even though sites like paypalsucks.com are working very hard against 
them. 
 
So how has PayPal done it? In large part, it’s by providing exceptional 
service to their satisfied customers. They also manage their online 
reputation in such a way that makes the positive outshine the negative. 
Like I’ve been saying so far, you can’t control all those conversations, but 
you can paint a positive picture that allows your business to persevere.  
 
Google Yourself or Your Business 
 
Speaking of keeping a positive image, one of the next things you should do 
to take control of your online reputation is to do a search at Google.com for 
your company name. Go ahead and type your company name and city into 
the search box.  
 
The first page (which contains the top 10 listings) is critically important 
because most search engine users won’t look beyond that.  Check the next 
page too, because some diligent searchers will go that far, but not many 
people will look beyond that. 
 
Here’s what you want to see… 
 
The first result needs to be your company’s website and not a Yellow Pages 
listing or any other type of site. You want the first result to be a listing 
where you fully control the message and you always have the most control 
with your own website.  
 
After that, you want to see more sites where you have a good control over 
the message or where they convey a positive message. Things like your 
social networking profiles (ex. Facebook and Twitter), articles you’ve written 
and positive third party reviews are your best bet. These types of pages 



give searchers more insight into your business and they showcase your 
positive reputation. 
 
While Yellow Pages and directory listings make seem like a positive thing, 
you don’t want the Top 10 to be crowded with them. After all, these sites 
provide the searcher with your contact information and not much else. 
When people are searching for your company name, they’re doing their 
homework and they want to know more about you. They want to know what 
products you offer and what other people think about you. For that reason, 
you want to take control over the Top 10 listings as much possible and with 
the right expertise on board, you can definitely exert influence on what 
appears at the top.  
 
So what do you see when you Google your company?  
 
If your website is nowhere to be found and all you see is Yellow Pages and 
other directory listings, it’s definitely time for some Online Reputation 
Management. On the other hand, if all you see is bad reviews or details of 
legal actions against your company, it’s time for some internal auditing and 
Online Reputation Management, and PRONTO!  
 
Securing and Protecting Your Good Name Online 
 
Now that we’ve talked about your Google search results, let’s talk more 
about your company’s name. When it comes to online real estate, your 
name is something to be valued and protected. Whether it’s getting the 
website address for your company name or securing your name on social 
media sites, it’s an important part of taking care of your online reputation. 
 
It’s always upsetting when someone else has already taken your name and 
even more upsetting to find out it is someone who is squatting on the 
name, hoping to earn some money by eventually selling it to you. Or worse 
yet, it could be someone impersonating you and trying to damage your 
reputation in some way.  Whether it’s an unhappy customer, disgruntled 
employee or an unscrupulous competitor, you need to protect yourself.  
 



 
 
A few places to start: 
 

• Domain Name: Your domain name is key in online brand recognition and it 
also plays a role in how your site is ranked in the search engines, so it’s 
important to secure your company’s name for your website. You want to get 
something as close to your company name as possible. Example, if a 
company is called “XYZ Fabrics” they’d want to get XYZFabrics.com. 
 

• Social Media Accounts: You’d be surprised at how often people interested 
in your business will look for your Twitter or Facebook or Instagram page. 
Individuals are looking for company news, special offers and contests, so 
make sure you can be found by your company name.  
 

• There are plenty of other sites where you should be found as well. Whether 
it’s the check-sin or review sites we talked about earlier, the biggest online 
video sharing site YouTube.com or article directories showcasing your 
expertise, it’s important that people can find you when they search for your 
name.  
 
It’s not too hard to start setting up your accounts to secure your name, but 
it can be time consuming and you also have to have a plan for this virtual 
real estate. Make sure your plan is part of your approach to Online 
Reputation Management.  
 
Could You Be Damaging Your Own Online Reputation? 
 
When we think about damaging one’s reputation online, we often think of 
teenagers who make inappropriate statements or post photos that one day 
they’ll come to regret. As adults and business owners, we have to be careful 



too as things we do can come back to haunt us too. Whether it’s your 
history of supporting an organization that is not in line with your current 
business today or your role in a company that was subject to legal action, 
there is a lot that can be Googled and uncovered.  
 
Another huge issue comes with the blending of personal and business. It’s 
the double-edged sword of the social web. On the one hand, businesses 
have the power to connect with their customers on a more personal and 
powerful level through company blogs, social networking and other media. 
On the other hand, this amalgamation of personal and business can cause 
problems when not handled appropriately. That doesn’t mean we all have to 
turn back into stuffed shirts, but it does mean we need a careful approach 
to the social web and to think before we speak.  
 
Here’s an example of speaking about personal interests before 
investigating… 
 
A few years ago, actor Ashton Kutcher placed his virtual foot in his mouth by 
making a seemingly innocent comment online. Prior to this, Kutcher actually 
enjoyed a very positive online image and is credited with being one of the pioneers 
when it came to celebrities embracing the social media platform. 
 
The incident occurred when Kutcher spoke out against the firing of long time Penn 
State coach, Joe Paterno. Kutcher posted about the firing and stated, “…I find it in 
poor taste,” without realizing the reason for the dismissal. Paterno was fired for his 
role in not speaking out about a known sexual predator working at the college 
years prior. As a spokesperson against human trafficking, it was a huge faux pas 
for Kutcher. From his own statements after the incident, it appears he promptly 
hired an Online Reputation Management company to assist him with his online 
participation.  
 
While we can say that Kutcher should have known, he was simply stating 
his opinions from the facts he had in front of him and was speaking about 
the seemingly harmless topic of sports. After all, it wasn’t politics, right? 
Unfortunately, sometimes what we can speak freely about is not cut and 
dried, but with a good reputation management plan in place it becomes 
easier to fully benefit from the power of the social web.  
 
But it’s not just the personal stuff that can cause problems. Issues can arise 
when you make announcements about your business, too. Remember that 
Netflix example I mentioned earlier? They had a message that needed to be 
sent regarding price hikes, but they neglected to be sensitive to the online 
audience of the 21st century and delivered their message poorly. As a 



responsible business, you need to be sensitive to your customers and 
understand that they have plenty of power to make things difficult for you if 
they wish to.  
 
Sam Smith 
 
Pop singer Sam Smith tweeted that he was not feeling up to greeting his 
fans after the show. Which would have been fine if he went back to his hotel 
and went to bed…. 
 

 
 
Instead he did this… 
 

 
 
 
Whether it’s personal or business information, every Online Reputation 
Management approach needs to consider how information is to be shared 
publicly.  
 



Know Who You’re Working With 
 
While you may practice all the care in the world when it comes to the way 
you communicate, you also need to be very aware of the actions of the 
people working for you. No, I’m not talking about spying on your employees 
after working hours, but you do need to know what they are doing while 
they are working for you.  
 

 

The Tweet Heard Round the World 

 

This example is especially shameful because it was made by a PR Executive: It was a glaring 
reminder that every word uttered on the Internet can be heard by seemingly everyone on the 
Internet, sometimes with serious consequences. 

Justine Sacco was the head of corporate communications for IAC, the media company chaired 
by Barry Diller that operates websites such as The Daily Beast, About.com, CollegeHumor and 
Match.com. Her whole job revolved around communicating with reporters -- which made her 
Twitter comment about Africa all the more shocking. 

Sacco was in London and about to begin a long vacation in South Africa when she wrote the 
message. Her Twitter account was relatively obscure when she posted it -- fewer than 500 
people were following it. But the message went viral on Friday, unbeknownst to Sacco, who 
apparently did not have Internet access on her flight. 

 



 
Here’s  another  lesson from JC Penny, because they didn’t know 
who was working for them: 
 
In February 2011, U.S. department store, JC Penney, was exposed by the New 
York Times for practices designed to boost their visibility in the search engines.  
 
Was it a problem that they were trying to get better rankings in Google?  No, of 
course not. Every business should aim for better search engine visibility. 
 
The unfortunate thing was that the search engine optimization company they hired 
was engaging in what Google considered to be deceptive practices in boosting 
rankings. JC Penney claimed it was unaware of these practices, but they certainly 
bore the brunt of the embarrassing article in the New York Times. 
 
It’s easy to go out and hire a company or an individual to do work for you, 
but you have to do your homework. Make sure the people you hire know 
what they’re doing and their practices are ethical, so you can avoid 
potential reputation management issues in the future.  
 
You should also have a plan for when employees or contractors stop 
working for you. Have a checklist that covers everything from building 
security to digital security, so that you don’t fall victim to a disgruntled 
individual.  
 
This means that when they are fired or quit, employees should be turning 
over keys, access cards, their internal accounts should be deleted and 
passwords should be changed. Stories of former employees posting 
damaging information to a company Facebook account or using company 
email are all over the Internet, so beware. It’s also prudent to have a Non-
Disclosure Agreement (NDA) so that your company’s sensitive information 
is kept private, and that you have legal recourse if it’s not.  
 
Whether it’s the work they’re doing or the damage they can do when 
they’re not happy, you need to protect your business and its reputation. 
 
The Importance of Acting Quickly… and Appropriately 
 
Now that we know what types of things can happen online, what can you do 
when a situation arises? The important thing is to act quickly and just as 
importantly, to act appropriately. Learning how to do that can take time, 
and with the guidance of an expert in Online Reputation Management you 
can help ensure that you’re ready for any situation.  



 
The need to act quickly is quite obvious because unanswered problems can 
fester into much bigger ones. How to act, however, is not always so 
straightforward.   
 
If someone says something bad about your business or releases sensitive 
information, the first reaction might be to try to silence or censor them. If 
it’s posted to your own social media account or website, you can easily hit 
the delete key. But when it’s a legitimate concern from a customer, deleting 
may not be your best choice. In many cases, you need to deal with the 
issue directly at its source.  
Now consider that when you move outside your own accounts to virtual 
property you don’t control, censoring just won’t work. If something is 

posted on someone else’s Twitter account, on their blog or on a review site, 
you don’t have that power. Information, photos and other files can spread 
quickly and be duplicated over and over again almost immediately. This is a 
new age and it’s not easy to shut people down.  Realistically, trying to shut 
people down can draw more attention to your business than the original 
issue. 
 
In fact, Barbara Streisand and her lawyers learned this lesson not 
too long ago: 
 
If you aren’t familiar with the term, “Streisand Effect”, it is a term coined by Mike 
Masnick founder of Techdirt.com. It comes from a 2007 incident where singer 
Barbara Streisand’s lawyers attempted to censor a photograph of her beachfront 
home from appearing on the Internet. As a result of her lawyer’s efforts, they drew 
more attention to the photo in the process.  
  
Photographer Kenneth Adelman had taken over 12,000 photos of the California 
coastline that were subsequently posted on pictopia.com. One of these photos 
happened to show Streisand’s Malibu home, so Streisand’s lawyers initiated a 
lawsuit against Adelman and pictopia.com to have them remove the photo.  
 

Rather than try to silence the person, try to take the conversation 
to email or phone (off of social media). That way, the customer 
get their issue addressed and the issue isn’t exacerbated online.	  



According to Adelman, he was working on a government sanctioned project to 
record coastal erosion. As news spread about the lawsuit, according to Wikipedia, 
over 420,000 people visited the website. Lawyers for Streisand proceeded to send 
out a number of cease and desist letters, since the photo had been republished on 
many websites, but to no effect. Even today, several years later, the photo is still 
very easy to find on the Internet.  
 
Barring censorship, many businesses tend to go in defense mode. But 
engaging in public to defend yourself doesn’t always work as you planned. 
Choosing a more positive route of reaching out to customers to help them 
and to resolve any issues is a much better idea. Also, do remember that for 
every unhappy customer, you likely have many more that are very satisfied 
and these people are also important to your maintaining a positive 
reputation.  
 
 
Here’s an example where going on the defensive didn’t go so well… 
 
In Atlanta, Georgia, there is a restaurant called Boner’s Barbecue and in January of 
2012, they had a customer that wasn’t terribly fond of their food. As a result of 
experience, she wrote a review on Yelp.com. The review detailed the menu items 
she chose and for each one, she wrote what she liked and didn’t like about it. It 
was a well-written and factual review. 
 
Instead of attempting to contact the customer and try to smooth things out or 
perhaps offer her a better experience, the company decided to use their own 
Facebook page to expose the customer as a bad person who didn’t tip. As word 
spread of the company’s behavior, a storm of angry people posted to the Facebook 
page denouncing the company’s actions. Interestingly enough, many of the people 
who posted lived nowhere near Atlanta, Georgia, yet they brought a lot of 
attention to this situation which eventually prompted news cameras to drop by 
Boner’s Café.  
 
The end result? A less than positive story on CBS Atlanta News and a statement by 
the owner that this incident, coupled with other issues plaguing the company, may 
cause the business to close its doors.  
 
Now you might be thinking to yourself that you’d never be so foolish as to 
insult a customer on your Facebook page. Hopefully, most businesses aren’t 
so foolish, but there is still a lesson there. Don’t try to fight the people 
who don’t care for your business. Instead, make things right and 
focus on the customers who are happy. Those happy customers have 
tremendous power to bolster a positive online reputation for you.  
 



Keeping Tabs on Your Online Reputation 
 
There are a variety of tools and approaches available when it comes to 
managing your online reputation. It can feel a bit overwhelming to get your 
feet fully wet, especially when you’re busy managing the day-to-day tasks 
of your business. Whether you use the tools yourself or hire an Online 
Reputation Management expert, knowing what’s going on in the vast 
Internet is important for your business. 
 
We’ve talked about searching for information about your business in 
Google. Now don’t just search for your company name, but expand your 
searches. Look for things like: 
 

• “[company name, location] review” 
• “[company name, location] service” 
• “[company name, location] horrible” 
• “[company name, location] bad” 

 
But don’t put your focus all in the negative. Find and highlight the posts 
that mention that you are “excellent”, “great” and more. Remember, 
positive messages should always be your focus when trying to bolster your 
online reputation.  
 
What to Do Next: 
  
We’ve covered a lot of ground in this guide and you know now that you 
should: 
 

• Take an internal audit of your customer service and product quality. Make 
improvements to create a consistently stellar customer experience. 
 

• Understand your company’s online reputation and realize that a lack of 
reputation can also have a negative impact on your business.  
 

• Secure and protect your company’s good name online. Your name is an 
asset when it comes to your brand and online visibility. 
 

• Create policies surrounding the sharing of information and dealing with 
employees or contractors.  
 

• Have a plan in place for dealing with reputation issues and taking 
immediate and appropriate action when necessary.  



 
Of course, you have plenty to keep you busy in your business and the 
added tasks may seem overwhelming. You can seek out the help of an 
Online Reputation Management expert who understands all the intricacies of 
today’s social web and the impact it can have on online business.   
 


