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 Advanced Praise

“Crisply written, thoroughly researched, and chock-full of relevant anecdotes, Radically Transparent is sure to become the definitive guide for members of any company or group who want to join and shape the often brutally honest conversation across social media about their brands, products, and people.”

—TOM GILES, Editor, Technology & Science, BusinessWeek.com

 

“Radically Transparent is an indispensable guide to managing your reputation online. Beal and Strauss provide a compelling, well-researched, and actionable roadmap to protecting your most competitive asset in this fast-changing networked world. With compelling case studies and tools to use right now, it’s a must-read and a surefire wake-up call!”

—DR. LESLIE GAINES-ROSS, Chief Reputation Strategist, Weber Shandwick

 

“Just a few years ago, it was fairly easy to outrun a disgruntled customer, a misinformed journalist, or some other minor blunder. That time now belongs to another world. Today’s hyper-connected socially responsible individual can connect with millions across the globe and inform not only friends but legions of others as an exercise of radical transparency. Are you listening or are their words falling on your deaf corporate ears? Are you joining their conversation or hoping you can drown out their words with yours? What do people know about you from a simple online search?  Radically Transparent illuminates a path that leads to an engaging conversation with your customers. Read this book so that you can participate, measure, and influence what others are saying about you.”

—BRYAN EISENBERG, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Waiting for Your Cat to Bark?

 

“Branding has evolved from a one-way monologue to a two-way conversation. It’s vital you know the strategies needed to join the conversation and build your Radically Transparent reputation.”

—JOHN BATTELLE, Chairman, CEO, Federated Media and national bestselling author of The Search

 

“One of the best-written books I’ve seen on a vitally important topic: the underbelly of transparency in the age of Google. How do you control your digital identity when everything is findable online? Read this engaging book for practical, persuasive answers.”

—DEBBIE WEIL, corporate blogging and social media consultant and author of  The Corporate Blogging Book

 

“Radically Transparent is a must-read for anyone trying to take their business online. Beal and Strauss have written the first book that gives you the step-by-step advice you need to create, manage, and protect your online reputation—which will be the heart and soul of your brand in the future.”

—TIM SANDERS, former Chief Solutions Officer at Yahoo! and bestselling author of Love Is the Killer App: How to Win Business and Influence Friends

 

“When your customers can become your most powerful marketers, for better or worse, every individual and company with a brand reputation to protect must know how to swim in the 21st-century waters. In Radically Transparent, Beal and Strauss apply their expertise in online positioning to the tactics of message control in a world where a single individual can undermine a global corporation. This book is not about fighting back. It is about embracing new values, gaining awareness of a company’s total image, and developing a holistic reputation.”

—BRAD HILL, Director, Weblogs, Inc., (AOL) and author of Blogging for Dummies

 

“This book will teach you how to get connected—and stay connected—to your audience in the brave new world of social media.”

—JIM LANZONE, former CEO of Ask.com

 

“Businesses no longer have the luxury of hiding their flaws behind faceless contact centers and anonymous press releases. Today, their every move is documented, scrutinized, and discussed by an army of constituents, who share their observations and opinions with like-minded people around the world. There’s no place to hide any more. The new global conversations will change institutions forever. Radically Transparent is a survival guide for the future of business. Expertly researched and skillfully written, it documents momentous change in the business landscape and offers plain-talk advice to executives and marketers who are trying to keep up. Read this book if you want your job and your business to be relevant five years from now.”

—PAUL GILLIN, author of The New Influencers, former editor-in-chief,  TechTarget.com and Computerworld

 

“I literally could not put this book down. In fact, I Krazy Glued it to my left hand just to make sure. But my eyes were glued to every page, also. Radically Transparent is both simple to understand and profound in its implications. If you think that the Web won’t affect your business, that your public relations folks will safeguard your reputation, and that you just need to redouble your efforts at message control, let Andy Beal and Judy Strauss open your eyes. There’s still time for you to wake up, but don’t let the alarm ring too long—it might be the bell that tolls for you.”

—MIKE MORAN, author of Do It Wrong Quickly and coauthor of Search Engine Marketing, Inc.

 

“An important read for graduating students entering the job market. Beal and Strauss provide step-by-step instructions for creating a positive Web presence to draw and impress recruiters.”

—MILTON D. GLICK, President, University of Nevada, Reno

 

“Don’t be reputation roadkill. Get Radically Transparent to protect your business online.”

—CATHERINE SEDA, author of How to Win Sales & Influence Spiders

 

“Radical transparency is the currency of modern marketing and brand management, and we are all brands whether we realize it or not. The river’s already flowing, but you really don’t want to jump in until you learn how to navigate, and that’s what Beal and Strauss offer with this invaluable book. As they show again and again, it’s definitely better to swim—in the direction you desire—than to sink into the mudflats of the new Web 2.0 world!”

—DAVE TAYLOR, strategic management, social networking consultant and blogger, Intuitive.com

 

“In today’s modern marketing world, the influence has shifted to participants online.  They share their opinion about products, services, and brands and thus impacting  the purchasing decision of their network. Your reputation, which is being discussed  online, will need to be monitored so you can eventually take part in the conversation.  You’ll need a book like Radically Transparent to be part of this conversation.”

—JEREMIAH OWYANG, author of Web Strategy Blog

 

“If the Internet has enabled one thing it is the ease with which anyone—a person or company—can easily create and manage their own unique brand identity. Radically Transparent is a must-read because it outlines exactly how you can keep track of your brand identity in a world where the difference between a great reputation and a tarnished one is the click of a mouse.”

—AVINASH KAUSHIK, author of Web Analytics: An Hour a Day

 

“Finding the best marketing techniques to engage with your online audience as they participate in social networks is one of the biggest challenges facing you as a marketer today. Previous books focusing on online PR have been limited to war stories and self-promotion but have been short on practical advice. In Radically Transparent, all the practical questions are answered in an engaging style: how do I create buzz around my campaign? What type of blog do I need? How do I make it more effective? How do I monitor and manage my reputation in the social networks? Exactly what you expect from two leading web marketers.”

—DAVE CHAFFEY, Director, Marketing Insights Limited and author of Internet Marketing and SEO Best Practice Guide

 

“There is simply nothing that will contribute more to your success or failure over the next five years than your online transparency. Beal and Strauss not only clue you in to what the Internet is saying about you, they show you how to steer that conversation to your maximum advantage.”

—BRETT J. TROUT, ESQ., author of Cyber Law

 

“Many small businesses and professionals find it challenging to use the internet for marketing their goods and services. This book will help. Radically Transparent shows how to use press releases, blogs, search engine optimization, multimedia, and other tactics to create a buzz about your business and build your online reputation. Beal and Strauss offer practical advice, step-by-step instructions, and plenty of case studies in an easy-to-read style. Read this book if you want to develop a competitive online presence and profit from the increased visibility.”

—SAM MALES, State Director, Nevada Small Business Development Center and past president of the national Association of Small Business Development Centers

 

“In this new world of instant connection and networked customers, understanding what people are saying about your company, your products, and your competitors is vital for business success. Reputations, like trust, are built over time, but can be destroyed in an instant. Follow carefully what this book says—the career you save might be your own!”

—DAVID L. SIFRY, Founder and Chairman, Technorati, Inc.
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Dear Reader

Thank you for choosing Radically Transparent: Monitoring and Managing Reputations Online. This book is part of a family of premium quality Sybex books, all written by outstanding authors who combine practical experience with a gift for teaching.
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Foreword

It’s not easy being transparent. We’re taught not to share intimate private details with others lest that information be used against us. At work we are taught by PR professionals to stay quiet unless approved to speak, and even then, to give only “talking points.” In business school we’re taught to write official communications like press releases and how to make sure they don’t say things that’ll get you into trouble.

 

Let’s not even start on your advertising department. If you stand in the middle of Times Square in New York City, you’ll see hundreds of advertisements from tons of big companies like Nike, Kodak, and General Motors. Now, based on any of those ads, can you tell me five facts about any product? For instance, what those products do well at and what they don’t do well at?

No.

Our entire corporate world is based on keeping secrets, only sharing information that’s been decided on by committees, and only letting “media trained” employees speak on behalf of the company. Heck, at some companies like Apple it’s even worse. Almost no one is allowed to talk to the press on the record and, then, you better not get quoted saying something that is “off message.”

So why would anyone want to be transparent in this kind of “command and control” corporate age? One where PR professionals and lawyers look out for risky speech and make sure that the committees stay in control of the message? Why would you want to let your—gasp—lowest employees speak on blogs or on social media sites, or post videos on YouTube?

Here are a few reasons:1. You’ll get better product feedback. The Google Calendar team tells me they watch blog search engines every morning for people who say something about their products and then people on the team answer that blog in its comments. This gets better feedback. Why? Because people stop giving feedback if they don’t think they are being listened to. Or, even worse, they might increase the level of critical commentary until they do get listened to.
2. Your best customers will become more evangelistic. I once met a guy who had a Plymouth Prowler. He knew the color of the factory floor, among other facts.  Clearly he had been given a tour and had friends who built the cars, and because of this knowledge he was an even more authoritative and interesting evangelist on behalf of the company. You’ll need evangelists like this to spread the good news about your products far and wide.
3. Your recruiting will improve. The guy who runs Facebook’s application platform told me he left Apple Computer, at least in part, because he wasn’t able to blog while working at Apple. It’s not the first time I’ve heard something like this. At Microsoft, the Channel 9 videoblog was mentioned by college students more than any other single thing as a reason why they sent their resume in.
4. You’ll have fewer PR crises—and the ones you do have will be over faster and with less brand damage. If your employees can answer the tough questions without worrying about whether they are “approved” to speak on the company’s behalf, they’ll head off PR troubles earlier.
5. You’ll have better Google Rankings. Think about a company the size of General Motors or Microsoft. Tens of thousands of employees blogging or adding info on social networking sites like Facebook. That’s bound to have an effect on how corporate pages show up in Google.


At Microsoft we opened up by using blogs and by hosting videos shot with a $250 camera on Channel 9 and saw all these results. Even better, people started praising us for becoming “more human.” That was an attribute that couldn’t have been gained any other way.

Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t all smooth sailing. Here are some downsides:1. You’ll have some rude comments. The Internet doesn’t have accountability and even lets people post totally anonymously. Lots of times you’ll get comments or replies that’ll drive you nuts. I’ve even seen threatening comments or racially charged ones. You’ll need to have a policy about how to deal with these, but on corporate sites I run I institute a “living room rule.” If I wouldn’t be comfortable with the speech in my own living room (and I’m pretty liberal there), then I just delete the post.
2. You’ll need to know your corporate culture well. I got to know Microsoft’s lawyers and PR professionals and what they worry about. At Microsoft we had a mailing list for all bloggers to share information and get help. I highly recommend doing that internally in your own company. Being transparent sometimes means knowing just how many clothes you can take off before your coworkers start to get nervous.
3. It takes work. In the old world you might send a press release out or call a few reporters. Shel Israel, a seasoned Silicon Valley PR professional, told me that he used to be able to call a handful of reporters to get buzz for his clients. Now, he told me, he has to deal with dozens of journalists and bloggers to get the same kind of coverage (and he has a blog and other sites as well).
4. It’s possible to make mistakes. Are you writing a corporate blog without having a team check over posts (I never had anyone check my posts before publishing). Well, you might make a mistake. You might leak a product detail that you thought was already discussed in public. Or you might discuss something else that strains relationships with customers, suppliers, partners, or coworkers. What do you do if you make a mistake? This book helps you avoid them, but also deal with the aftermath of a firestorm.


Some other things you might not be comfortable with or know how to do. How about building your own personal brand? Yeah, those of us who read Tom Peters might know why this is important and have some sense of how you might go about it, but how about those of you who don’t have any clue who Tom Peters is? You’ll learn here how to build your own brand and also how to build your own personal network.

Plus, now monitoring your company’s reputation online isn’t as easy as the old days when you had a press clipping service. This book provides lots of tools and helpful hints to measure how you’re doing online and to help you respond to customer concerns.

The latest thing that I’m using to increase my transparency and engagement with my constituencies is live, cell phone-based videos that I can do from anywhere there’s a cell phone network: Qik, Mogulus, Seesmic, etc. I even interviewed the founders of YouTube on the floor of the Consumer Electronics Show by using Qik.

Are you trying new approaches to try to be more transparent and available? Some other things I do:1. Post my phone number on my blog. You wouldn’t believe the good things that come my way because of this. One day I got on the BBC because they couldn’t get ahold of Microsoft’s PR department, for instance.
2. Share my personal photos on Flickr or SmugMug. By doing this people get to see I’m creatively doing photography and they also get to see what kinds of things I enjoy shooting pictures of. Plus they can add their own comments, which makes it more likely we’ll have a conversation about something that interests them.
3. I post a new video every day, sometimes to Qik, sometimes to other places. This lets them get to know me and see how I behave. If I have visual things to show off, this lets me share those as well. For instance, want to see my new laptop? It’s hard to explain what’s cool about it, but in one minute of video you’ll see why I like it so much.
4. I participate in microblogging communities like on Twitter, Pownce, or Tumblr. Microblogging tools are often easier to post to and sites like Twitter force posts to be fewer than 140 characters. It’s hard to get “wordy” when you have so few characters to work with. 


This book will help you do all of this, and more. It’ll be interesting to see what you do on your path to lead a radically transparent life. For me, I’ve found transparent life to be one that’s very rewarding and fulfilling. Every time I travel I have someone to go to dinner with because of my personal transparency, and other good things are coming my way, too. John Edwards, for instance, invited me on his plane when he announced he was running for President of the United States. Why? Because he needed someone who was credible and transparently communicating to verify for the world how he was using social media in his campaign.

If presidential candidates are getting it, why not you?

 

—Robert Scoble, managing director of FastCompany.TV, coauthor of  Naked Conversations




Introduction

You can’t buy a good reputation. It is something earned over time, based on your character, words, and actions. You work hard to build and protect a good reputation that earns you, your company, and its brands respect and trust. This turns into sales, better partner and customer relationships, and less trouble when you make that inevitable mistake while in the media spotlight.

Have you checked the internet lately to see whether it is helping or hurting your reputation-building effort? There’s a conversation about you online right this minute and you are probably unaware of its contents. Somewhere online, a disgruntled customer might be posting a video of your product malfunctioning (it happened to Kryptonite), talking trash about your product performance (it brought both Dell and Dr. Katrina Tang to their knees), or a stranger may be sending a false company memo to the online news media (it happened to Apple Computer). In the meantime, you are diligently providing exciting new content for your website and crafting digital brand messages that will boost your sales to new heights—unaware of the reputation undermining happening elsewhere online, and unaware of how to use the internet’s new frontiers to your reputation’s advantage.

The internet is flooded with words, images, and pictures that affect your reputation, both positively and negatively. What does this content reveal about you? This book will help you to monitor, build, manage, and repair your reputation online. It will help you harness this powerful always-on, radically transparent new networked world. A search for “reputation management” in Google in November 2007 yielded 54.8 million links to web pages, with the number increasing daily. This book has fewer pages and will save you time in this valiant effort.




Social Media Changed the Rules 

Everyone is a publisher in the social media world of blogs, wikis, photo and video sharing, forums, and networks for meeting like-minded people. Social media are online tools and platforms that allow internet users to collaborate on content, share insights and experiences, and connect for business or pleasure. And we believe what we read from strangers in the social media: some 52% of survey respondents from developed nations said they find “a person like yourself” to provide the most credible information—equal only to the trust in doctors, and much higher than that from your CEO or company spokesperson (according to PR firm Edelman).

Businesses previously needed only to worry about something negative when it appeared in a newspaper or on the evening news. Now there are more than 110 million blogs, with over 1.6 million posts per day, and over 250 million pieces of tagged social media tracked by blog search engine Technorati. Individuals previously lived in relative anonymity, and potential employers knew nothing beyond the contents of a resume or testimony of a given reference. No longer.

The name of the game is egalitarian participation by one and all from the Fortune 100 CEO to your dentist—they are talking about you and they are being talked about by others. These conversations used to be limited to traditional media, e-mail, or the water cooler, but now they appear where millions can see them online. Word-of-mouth was previously spread among friends and families, but now extends across continents to the masses with the click of a mouse. Consider these examples:• In an article for MSN.com, columnist Scott Burns asked, “Is Home Depot Shafting Shoppers?” His description of personal experiences at the retailer led to a conclusion that home improvement company Home Depot “is a consistent abuser of its customers’ time.” That same day, the MSN staff received 10,000 e-mails and 4,000 comments in the story’s Talk Back section describing all of Home Depot’s problems.
• Commercial blender company Blendtec received over 6 million page views in a one-week period for its hilarious “Will It Blend?” series, posted on YouTube and the company’s website. In the series, CEO Tom Dickson attempts to blend everything from an iPhone to a garden rake. The videos were created to introduce the new and pricey home food blender and resulted in a 40% increase in blender sales, according to The Wall Street Journal.
• Matt Mullenweg, WordPress blog platform creator, is the #1 Matt in the world, according to Google. At his blog you’ll see a radically transparent Matt, with writing about his open source software philosophies, and plenty of personal information from his interest in jazz to his next speaking engagement and his last trip with his girlfriend. Matt had a huge reputation blemish when he was exposed for using search engine spamming to reach the #1 spot (a mistake he quickly corrected). He is the comeback kid with a great reputation through lots of positive content (at age 22).






What Is Radically Transparent? 

Radically transparent means being open and honest online, admitting mistakes, engaging stakeholders in discussions about you and your brands, and even revealing your internal processes. There is little censorship in the world of online social media—the community values raw truth. The internet community immediately comes down hard on those who employ conversation spin, control, manipulation, or spam. Anonymity is discouraged, and  nearly all posts to a conversation include the author’s real identity. On this new playing field, you need to be authentic or someone will discover the truth and you’ll be exposed to millions. Astute companies, such as Wired Magazine and Dell Computer, are taking it a step further and being radically transparent by revealing their internal processes. They engage customers, listen to them, make changes in company procedures and products, and report back in open forums via social media. This book will tell you how to become forward-thinking like these companies.




Why Reputation Management and Monitoring? 

Traditional word-of-mouth has long been considered one of the most powerful of market forces, and the social media made it public. “What’s new is the extent to which consumer opinion drives reputations,” said Andy Sernovitz in Fast Company. “A third of the population has reviewed something online, and any one of those reviews can be read by millions of people.” Social media are like word-of-mouth on steroids. Consider the following compelling facts:• Ninety-five percent of chief executives believe that corporate reputation plays an important role in achieving their business objectives, according to a survey by PR firm Burson-Marsteller.
• Sixty-three percent of a company’s market value is attributable to reputation, according to PR firm Weber Shandwick.
• The top 10 “World’s Most Admired Companies” enjoy a total shareholder return of nearly three times that of the S&P 500 as a whole (18.5% versus 7.1%), says The Hay Group, a global marketing consultancy and Fortune magazine partner.You may already have a reputation management plan in place, or perhaps a plan to repair your reputation during a time of crisis. If so, does it include monitoring the internet for rumors and capitalizing on the social media to build your good name online? The people who trust each other more than they trust you will write about you online the minute you make an error. This book will show you how to detect this conversation or find the images immediately; tell you whether, when, where, and how to respond; and give you step-by-step instructions on engaging with stakeholders online in reputation-building ways.








What Skills Do I Need? 

Stellar reputation monitoring and management online takes research, public relations, and search engine optimization skills. Content is king online, so you’ll need to write, take photos, and perhaps create online videos and podcasts—or find staff who are good at these skills. We give you very specific guidance in this book, suggesting reputation-enhancing ways to build a buzz online and showing you how to write engaging blog posts, and we  even show you how to make the lowly e-mail into a reputation-enhancing tool. You’ll learn how to post comments online that emphasize your expertise, and how to move all of this good content to the top of Google’s search engine results pages for your keywords. We even help you to reevaluate the “About Us” portion of your web page, your head shot, and every detail in your own web content channels.




How Long Will It Take? 

Crafting and executing a reputation management and monitoring plan depends on whether you are a Fortune 100 company, the owner of a small business, or an individual employee who is upwardly mobile. It depends on how much content you currently have online and how much you already know about the social media. You can set up some basic reputation monitors for your company, brands, or personal names with as little as two hours startup time. Or you can spend more time to become the first in your industry to fully embrace the social media and rise to the top quickly. You can outsource some of it, but online reputation management and monitoring needs your personal touch—or that of your staff. Only you can distill that online chatter into actionable items for improving your offerings and reputation.




Who Needs This Book? 

Companies, both large and small: A stellar reputation helps your company achieve objectives, retain customers and employees, build partner and supplier relationships, protect them in times of crisis, and ultimately increase shareholder value.

Brands. Product and service brands live and die on their reputations for delivering as promised. The social media provide abundant opportunities for engaging stakeholders in ways that will improve your offerings and make your reputation soar.

Directors and C-level executives: Your CEO’s reputation is a very important component of your company’s reputation, according to 87% of the respondents in a study by PR firm Hill and Knowlton. Also important are reputations of your CFO (75%), your company chairman (40%), and other nonexecutive directors (23%).

Individuals: Individual reputations are especially important for business owners, managers, CEOs, politicians, professionals, salespeople, graduating students, and just about anyone who has a client-based business. Most of us rush to Google to check out someone we’ve just met as a prospect, salesperson, or for any type of future collaboration. Do you want to stay marketable in your profession? According to ExecuNet, a leading recruiting firm, 78% of executive recruiters routinely use search engines to learn more about candidates, and 35% have eliminated candidates based on the information they found.




What’s Inside 

Part 1, “Understanding Your Online Reputation,” demonstrates the power of social media online to build or destroy your reputation and how to engage customers on this new playing field.

Chapter 1: Your World Is Now Radically Transparent The switch from traditional media and corporate monologues on websites to social media on the internet makes everyone a journalist. They will judge you, your company, and your brand. Reputation management requires new skills in this radically transparent world.

Chapter 2: You Don’t Own Your Company’s Reputation Companies can spend millions of dollars each year to promote and manage their brands, yet a single negative blog post can destroy a reputation within days. The power to control a brand is rapidly shifting away from the companies that have the deepest pockets, and instead, it’s the companies that best listen to and engage their customers that win the reputation race.

Chapter 3: Developing Your Personal Brand Individual director, CEO, and employee reputations are key components of company and brand reputations. Entrepreneurs and professionals live or die based on their contacts and reputations. The internet adds another layer of complexity to individual reputation building; however, there are first-mover advantages for those individuals who act now, using the internet to increase their connections with relationship-enhancing content.

Chapter 4: Navigating the New Rules of Engagement The shift from traditional to social media requires new skills, tools, and an understanding of social media platforms. Customer engagement means trusting, listening, and learning from your stakeholder communities, and responding to their comments with quality content in an honest, authentic manner. It also means joining and participating in networks they frequent, and having the courage to be radically transparent.

Part 2, “Building Your Radically Transparent Reputation,” gives you specific tools and shows you how to use them for building your stellar reputation online.

Chapter 5: The Art of Generating Buzz In your quest to become radically transparent, you’ll need to impress those who control the media. While mainstream journalists used to hold the power to influence your customers, that power is now shifting to bloggers and citizen journalists. By understanding how public relations has evolved—and learning the new approaches to sharing your message—you can influence what’s said about you.

Chapter 6: Managing Your Reputation with SEO The contents of 10 blue search engine links can decide whether your company wins a new contract or you win that promotion. Although you can’t guarantee which web pages will appear in a Google search, search engine optimization (SEO) can help tip the scales in your favor.

Chapter 7: Using Multimedia Content to Engage Your Audience Astute companies use relevant digital images, video, and audio to demonstrate their expertise and gain respect. You can solicit fabulous multimedia content produced by the citizen journalists and also craft your own content for posting on your websites and in the social media.

Chapter 8: Writing Engaging Text Great writing will engage your important stakeholders and enhance your reputation online. Regardless of whether you write white papers, books, blogs, web pages, e-mails, or instant messages, make every word count. You can do this with professional, engaging, and deliberate writing adapted to any situation, as described in this chapter.

Chapter 9: The Power of Blogs Building and launching a blog can add a lot of value to you and your business but is not something that should be done halfheartedly. The software you select, the style of blog you use, and the way you engage your readers all play an important role in determining your success or failure in the blogosphere. Understanding what your stakeholders expect from you and how to reach them with an authentic, radically transparent voice will ensure your blog is a positive reflection on your reputation.

Chapter 10: Social Networking Social networking provides an opportunity for your stakeholders to connect with one another and discuss your reputation. By understanding the different types of social networking platforms—and the best way to engage them—you can lay a foundation that builds a positive reputation for you or your business.

Chapter 11: Your Online Activities: You Are What You Do Your actions have a huge impact on your reputation. Stakeholders review your books at Amazon, your products at Epinions, your online retail store at Shopzilla, and your performance on eBay—the more positive the reviews, the better your reputation. In Second Life and other virtual worlds, you can build a fantastic reputation that will cross over to your first life—it may be time to join the 11 million avatars in that virtual world.

Part 3, “Monitoring, Repairing, and Planning your Online Reputation,” gets you started on discovering your current reputation online and turning it into the one of your dreams.

Chapter 12: The Importance of Reputation Monitoring Monitoring the Web will ensure you’re alerted the moment your reputation faces critique. To get the most out of your online reputation monitoring, you’ll need to know why it is important, what keywords to monitor, where to watch, and when to take action.

Chapter 13: Monitoring Your Online Reputation Many free and inexpensive tools make it possible to set up a monitoring system without breaking your budget. If you prefer to automate your monitoring efforts, there are some solutions that offer to do the heavy lifting for you—while still keeping you in full control. Alternatively, if you’d rather your reputation-monitoring campaign be handled by experts, you can outsource the task to a professional monitoring firm.

Chapter 14: Repairing Your Online Reputation Despite your best efforts to build a positive reputation, there will be occasions when your brand faces an attack from a blog, forum, or social network. How do you identify a reputation attack, when should you engage your attackers, and what steps should you take to repair your damaged reputation?

Chapter 15: Seven-Step Action Plan To craft the kind of reputation online that will open any door, you need a reputation management and monitoring plan. The seven-step plan in this chapter asks you to do some deep introspection about your offline character and goals, then to devise strategies and objectives for reaching your reputation dreams using online media. In the process, you’ll set up monitoring tactics and a crisis management plan for long-term sustainability.

Ready to get started? Turn the page and prepare for a stellar reputation online!




I

Understanding Your Online Reputation

Companies can spend millions of dollars each year to promote and manage their brands, yet a single negative blog post can destroy a reputation within days. The switch from corporate monologues to customer dialogue online means that you have more reputation risk than in the past.

These chapters lay the groundwork for your radically transparent online reputation. You’ll learn about the social media and how the balance of power has moved from companies to internet users. We’ll focus on the company and its brands as well as individual reputations on this new playing field. You can use this environment to your advantage if you learn the new rules of engagement.  



Chapter 1 Your World Is Now Radically Transparent 
Chapter 2 You Don’t Own Your Company’s Reputation 
Chapter 3 Developing Your Personal Brand 
Chapter 4 Navigating the New Rules of Engagement 






1

Your World Is Now Radically Transparent

The power is with the people. Companies and CEOs previously controlled their reputations in both business and consumer markets, aided by public relations (PR) firms and crisis-management plans. Individuals monitored their reputations via feedback from clients and people in their personal and professional networks. The switch from traditional media and corporate monologues on websites to social media on the internet makes every internet user a journalist. People will judge you, your company, and your brand. Reputation management requires new skills in this radically transparent world.






JetBlue Airways Hits Bumpy Air 

JetBlue Airways, the low-fare darling of the airline industry, had a bad day that lasted more than two months. A Valentine’s Day ice storm in 2007 left passengers in planes on runways for ten hours and in northeastern U.S. airports for much longer. A total of 1,100 planes were grounded over a six-day period. How could their favorite airline do this to these loyal customers? What started with an understandable act of nature became a crisis due to JetBlue’s internal communication system failure. Flight crews and airport personnel could not coordinate well with corporate decision makers to handle the unhappy customers.

JetBlue had over seven years of stellar reputation that became quite tarnished in just a few days. Scrambling to make this right, Founder and then-CEO David Neeleman responded with classic crisis-management savvy:• On February 19, he accepted responsibility and made a public apology, which received national coverage across traditional media outlets. He also sent e-mail and paper letters to customers expressing his regrets on behalf of the company.
• Also on February 19, he posted a video on YouTube introducing the “Customer Bill of Rights,” explaining what the company would do to make sure this never happened again.
• On February 22, JetBlue posted the Bill of Rights on its website.
• On March 19, Neeleman reported back about JetBlue’s progress in a company blog entry titled “Talk is Cheap.”



All this while the company was dealing with over 5,000 media requests and calls from PR professionals offering their counsel. In the meantime, the internet rapidly filled with public opinion. Customers posted their own YouTube videos on February 19, showing themselves abandoned in airports, eating junk food for 24 hours and hoping to get somewhere. Others commented on Neeleman’s apology video: “I’ll pass on the Kool-Aid, thanks. This airline is a joke and anyone who buys this B.S. from this moron deserves to be stranded for 10 hours w/ no food, water or toilets! Boycott Jet-Blew!!” Before the Bill of Rights appeared, the following comments were posted on JetBlue’s website regarding the three-day posting delay: “I love Jet Blue…The message of the video is great, but, why can’t I get the Bill of Rights on the Jet Blue website?” And: “I couldn’t live without JetBlue! I appreciate your personal message and attention to every new problem. We ALL learn from our mistakes.”

By May 7, nearly 300,000 people had viewed Neeleman’s video and nearly 500 had commented on it. Like judges, the internet community was still critiquing this incident in May 2007, reviewing the company’s reactions to both the crisis and the community conversation, and evaluating Director of Communications Jenny Dervin’s every word and move. People also posted comments about new JetBlue incidents and compared them  to the Bill of Rights: Were they followed, they asked? JetBlueHostage.com emerged as a blog filled with customer, employee, and public opinion about it all. A six-day incident, handled well by the traditional PR book, did not completely return JetBlue to its previous high-flying status.

Conversation in social media amplified JetBlue’s crisis, showing the need for new PR practices. This incident led to the replacement of founder and CEO Neeleman on May 10. The company handled this crisis reasonably well, yet it continues to plague JetBlue—what could they have done differently?




The Reality of a Transparent, Always-On, Wired World 

JetBlue’s problems started with a genuine crisis, but sometimes this mob mentality begins in a most unexpected way. In an article for MSN.com, columnist Scott Burns asked, “Is Home Depot Shafting Shoppers?” His description of personal experiences at the retailer led to the conclusion that home improvement company Home Depot “is a consistent abuser of its customers’ time.” That same day, the MSN staff received 10,000 e-mails and 4,000 posts in the story’s Talk Back section describing all of Home Depot’s problems. How could Home Depot CEO Frank Blake learn about and handle a huge reputation problem like this that blooms to gigantic proportion within hours?

The rise in social media means that anyone can post pictures or write about your company, 24/7 online, and will. Business customers and consumers alike actively judge your company and comment online for their network members’ enlightenment. In the business-to-business (B2B) market, word-of-mouth communication influenced 53% of work-related purchases by business decision makers—some of it online, according to research firm Keller Fay Group. In the business-to-consumer (B2C) market, Jupiter Research found that 90% of large companies believe consumer recommendations are important in influencing other consumers’ purchase decisions. Astonishingly, despite this awareness only 20% of corporations have a formal process in place for monitoring blog posts written about their company, according to Harris Interactive.

Defining Moment: Citizen Journalists and People Paparazzi

Citizen journalists are internet users who contribute their perspectives by posting writing, images, or videos to online blogs, forums, and websites. People paparazzi are those citizen journalists who take photos or videos and upload without subjects’ permission. Citizen journalists can be B2B customers, consumers, prospects, or any other stakeholder. In contrast to media-employed journalists, citizen journalists rarely need editorial approval or fact verification before posting, and they are not held to the same standard of balanced and unbiased reporting. Citizen journalists are the authors of user-generated media (UGM), also called consumer-generated media (CGM) or social media.



Citizen journalists don’t limit their reputation-tarnishing conversations to companies—they also threaten the personal reputations of individuals. A total of 23% of Americans search online for the dirt on colleagues, customers, and employees (according to Sean Michael Kerner of ClickZ, a resource for interactive marketing news). Recruiting firm ExecuNet found that 78% of executive recruiters routinely use search engines to learn more about job candidates, and 35% have eliminated candidates based on the information they found. Thanks to the availability of information on the internet, others can quickly learn about your actions, history, and point of view.

At risk are C-level officers, entrepreneurs, professionals, marketing executives, salespeople, job seekers, and others. Citizen journalists and people paparazzi have devices to capture your every move (cameras and video phones), software to create and manipulate content, and a network for distribution to millions of people in e-mail, blogs, or video posting sites (e.g., YouTube). “Nastiness can erupt online and go global overnight,” says BuzzMarketingForTech blogger Paul Dunay. All this without your knowledge—and potentially discovered first by your important business customers and partners.

Jack Welch, Sir Richard Branson, Dr. Deepak Chopra, and Dale Carnegie translated their outstanding personal reputations into business profits. Celebrities and politicians trade on their reputations, as do all of us. In one unusual example, Janet Schoenberg was evicted from her New York apartment and felt her case was not being properly handled by Judge Jerald R. Klein. Janet could find no way to attract attention to her perceived inequity, so she put the judge up for sale on eBay. She posted a picture and offered free worldwide shipping (according to The New York Times, the best offer after four days was $127.50). The judge didn’t discover this misuse of his image until a reporter called. Nor would most men think of looking for disgruntled ex-girlfriend postings about them at DontDateHimGirl.com.

Every day, people discuss your personal and corporate reputations on blogs, forums, and niche websites. This kind of transparency requires new reputation-management skills.


People Power 

The balance of power moved toward consumers when the television remote control emerged, escalated with the computer mouse and digital video recorders, and is now firmly entrenched thanks to technologies that allow everyone to publish online. “The power of the consumer’s voice has never been stronger… It is impacting consumer behavior and how companies operate,” according to David Daniels, vice president and research director at market research firm JupiterResearch. This is why Time magazine named “you” the person of the year in 2006.

Chris Anderson of Wired and author of The Long Tail calls this phenomenon a “pyramid inversion.” It is an inversion from corporate power (C-level executives and  PR firms) to consumer power, and it is a twenty-first-century reality. “What’s new is the extent to which consumer opinion drives reputations. A third of the population has reviewed something online, and any one of those reviews can be read by millions of people,” according to interactive marketing veteran Andy Sernovitz in Fast Company.

This view was validated by PR mega-firm Edelman in its 2007 Trust Barometer. Some 52% of survey respondents from developed nations said they find “a person like yourself” to provide the most credible information—equal only to the trust in doctors, and higher than any other type of communicator (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1 Edelman Trust Barometer 2007
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Thought Byte: Credible Sources

You probably use a myriad of trusted sources for your information, including “people like you.” What special interest forums, groups, or blogs do you read? Do you trust what you read in them?


Who is a “person like me?” Traditional demographics don’t capture it. According to Edelman research, people place the highest trust in those who share similar interests, are in the same profession, and hold similar political beliefs. This follows academic research showing that consumers strongly consider the opinions of likeminded people and thus have an important influence on their purchasing behavior. This partially explains the power of internet special topic forums, blogs, and reviews on industry websites, such as tripadvisor.com

The internet special interest tribes have the power to build or ruin your reputation with their online chatter. This is why a single cyclist was able to bring Kryptonite  to its knees in 2004 by posting a video showing him opening the bike lock with a BIC ballpoint pen.


From Minimally Transparent to Radically Transparent 

The Web ushered in an era of corporate transparency. It used to be that you had to attend Detroit’s North American International Auto Show each fall to see the new models. By the mid-1990s, companies began announcing new products online and communicating with stakeholders via websites. They now had a fine communication outlet for the press releases landing in traditional media wastebaskets. In 1998, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission began storing public company financial reports in its Edgar database. What was already public became accessible anytime, anywhere, from any connected computer.

Slowly it escalated. Secret corporate memos and private e-mails started circulating online, and celebrity’s private cell phone numbers were published. Comparison-shopping websites, such as bizrate.com and pricegrabber.com, compared online retail pricing for electronics, books, and other items. Amazon and other recommendation sites began publishing consumer reviews. A few people started badmouthing their companies in blogs and were immediately fired. Blogger Heather Armstrong has the distinguished title of being the first to get fired in 2002 for critiquing her colleagues and their work in her blog, Dooce.com. Many others followed. That was the age of minimal transparency, and it is now the “good old days.”

Today, it is completely “open kimono.” If companies, professionals, or just about anyone doesn’t reveal their weaknesses for the world to see online, someone else will—as with JetBlue’s critics who still evaluate every flight problem to see if the company follows its Customer Bill of Rights. The internet community demands transparency and honesty and those who don’t follow this new creed pay for it with a cyber-tongue lashing or worse (Kryptonite reportedly lost $10 million due to a product recall after the BIC pen video incident).

Thought Byte: Your Online Reputation

You may be wondering what people say about you online. Google yourself, your brands, and the company name. Check yourself out in the blogosphere at Technorati.com or blogsearch.google.com. What surprises you? Things may have changed since the last time you did this experiment.


Examples abound. Wal-Mart and PR firm Edelman got a wake-up call with their flog (fake blog), Wal-Marting Across America, that was presented as a couple of customers talking about their experiences in a motor home—but was indeed an  orchestrated trip being paid for by Wal-Mart. It not only hurt the retailer and its PR firm, but author and freelance writer Laura St. Claire fell from grace too. Colorado State University professor Jonathan Rees uncovered the deception when he challenged the writers of Wal-Marting Across America because their descriptions of Wal-Mart were always glowing and positive. He wrote in his own blog, “They pay an unspecified sum to these people to say how great Wal-Mart is—I think it is deceptive.”

In a Wired article, “The See-Through CEO,” writer Clive Thompson suggests, “Fire the publicist. Go off message. Let all your employees blab and blog. In the new world of radical transparency, the path to business success is clear.” Show what you are doing, reveal your processes, acknowledge your mistakes, and participate fully in conversation that concerns you. Be radically transparent or risk your reputation and top line.


How Social Media Change the Playing Field 

Businesses previously needed only to worry about something negative when it appeared in a newspaper or on the evening news. Individuals lived in relative anonymity, and potential employers knew nothing beyond the contents of a resume or testimony. The world of information moved at a snail’s pace, and public perception of a brand could be managed by those who had either the connections or the money.

Traditional word-of-mouth has long been considered one of the most powerful of market forces, and social computing makes it public. The internet provides a megaphone for the disgruntled—with no entry barrier, little legal accountability, instant commentary, full multimedia communication, and a free distribution channel to millions worldwide. And people like them find these complaints credible.

Positive words exist online, but the negative opinions seem to draw the huge crowds. It is easy to attack someone while in pajamas behind a home computer, and everyone has an opinion. “Online is where reputations are made now,” according to Chief Reputation Strategist Dr. Leslie Gaines-Ross at public relations firm Weber Shandwick.

All this is made possible by social media—online tools and platforms that allow internet users to collaborate on content, share insights and experiences, and connect for business or pleasure. It involves multimedia and includes blogs, wikis, photo and video sharing, forums, and networks for meeting like-minded people. Social media are sometimes referred to as social computing or Web 2.0.


Characteristics of Social Media 

Everyone is a publisher in the social media world. The name of the game is egalitarian participation by one and all—from the Fortune 100 CEO to your dentist. Company spokespeople and employees sometimes initiate conversations and are active participants  via blogs and such, but social media content is still primarily community driven in a bottom-up process. Although hamburger chain Wendy’s International, Inc. and other companies have MySpace pages, their kind are in the minority among MySpace page publishers.

Whereas traditional websites and e-mail blasts broadcast the company line, product talk online now gives full attention to the consumer voice. The company line has traditionally been a slick monologue, full of marketing verbiage and unexciting spin. The consumer voice is honest, raw, fast, brutally direct, and humorous. It is no wonder that other consumers prefer to read it.

Sometimes following a mob mentality, citizen journalists are more revealing and critical than traditional journalists. Further, citizen journalists comment on rumors and opinion, and some don’t check the facts as diligently because they don’t have the same guidelines and editorial review processes as traditional media. Citizen journalists also deconstruct and reveal biases in traditional media reports. Then they challenge one another’s views. No rock is left unturned.

This rich tapestry of corporate and consumer voices adds complexity and balance to the online conversations. It is a dialogue, not a monologue. Employees and just about anyone can and do join the fun. It is a rapid-fire conversation across numerous sites: discussion that mushrooms like an atomic bomb within hours and takes a Herculean effort for organizational monitoring and participation. Few have the time and skills for managing this 1:1 dialogue, but without it a long-built reputation can be damaged in hours.

There is broad distribution of consumer generated content over the internet network, as opposed to the communication centralization of traditional mass media and web page content. Marketers employing social media call it a pull tactic (with users asking for content of choice) versus the push of traditional media (where users passively receive content), as depicted in Figure 1.2 (adapted from Dion Hinchcliffe’s  Web 2.0 blog)

Social media require honesty, disclosure, and as we’ve already said, transparency. There is little censorship in this world—the community values raw truth. The community immediately comes down hard on those who employ conversation spin, control, manipulation, or spam. Anonymity is discouraged, and nearly all posts to a conversation include the author’s real e-mail address.

A multiplier effect quickly spreads information over the Web, often unedited and usually commented upon by new authors. Hot headlines show up on Digg.com and receive votes for the best story. Blog site content depends on keeping current with stories in its special interest niche, so bloggers are quick to pick up headlines and link to site originators. The negative news spreads like wildfire, fanned by citizen journalists, and this is why a full-blown reputation crisis can appear within hours. JetBlue experienced this firsthand.

Figure 1.2 From traditional to social media
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Thought Byte: Media Importance

Does your reputation rely more on traditional or social media? To answer this, consider the number and positive or negative sentiment of mentions your company, brand, or key personnel receive in each medium. Where do your biggest critics publish?


By now you are getting the point that the internet is abuzz with conversation, and some of it is definitely about you and your company. With the explosion of social networks and consumer-generated media, no organization, brand, or individual escapes online mention by stakeholders, like it or not. The people paparazzi can take your picture without your knowledge and post it online: such was the fate of actor Michael Richards, who was caught by an audience member’s cell video phone during a racist tirade to a shocked crowd. That video will be available forever on entertainment blog  TMZ.com.

It takes very different skills to build, monitor, manage, and repair a reputation in light of social media.


Social Media Abound 

Technorati tracks more than 110 million blogs with 1.6 million daily blog posts (18 updates a second). The blogosphere continues to double approximately every 6 months—adding over 175,000 new blogs each day. Flickr, the photo sharing site owned by Yahoo!, hosts 485 million photos (up from 5.5 million in 2005). These are not all vacation pictures, but many contain reputation-damaging images. Entering ycantpark  into a Flickr photo search reveals 335 pictures of cars and motorcycles poorly parked—complete with readable license plate numbers. Many of these are employee vehicles at Yahoo Inc.’s Sunnyvale, California, headquarters.

Google indexes more than 20 billion pages of content, and social networks such as MySpace and Friendster continue to grow their user base at a fantastic pace. Google maintains the entire archive of Usenet discussion groups dating back to 1981. As user-generated media such as blogs, forums, and social networks continue to multiply each day and remain archived forever, the power to create or destroy a reputation has moved from mainstream media to the average consumer.

Individuals and corporations now realize that their online reputations are very fragile. Social networks such as Digg, LinkedIn, YouTube, and Facebook continue to add thousands of new users each day, and this environment demands constant reputation monitoring. See Table 1.1 for an overview of social media.

Table 1.1 Social Media Overview
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Reputation 101 

Now for a short tutorial on reputation, just to be sure we are on the same page. According to Merriam-Webster (www.m-w.com/) reputation is defined as


“1) an overall quality or character as seen or judged by people in general, and 2) a place in public esteem or regard: a good name. “


Reputation is not what the company or individual thinks about itself, but what others think. It is pure perception that may or may not be based on fact. It is the esteem that an entity has in the eyes of its stakeholders.

Contrast this with a brand or company image—the beliefs and attitudes held by stakeholders based on brand experience and company communication. Image is based on a product’s or company’s attributes and is much broader than reputation, which is solely based on character judgments. For example, JetBlue’s image is based on the brand promise, including its fares and routes, on time record, employee service and friendliness, and so forth. Its reputation is based on the trust to deliver what it promises and the respect for its corporate values and actions.


Character and Reputation 

Abraham Lincoln once said that “Character is like a tree and reputation like a shadow. The shadow is what we think of it; the tree is the real thing.” Actions depict the character, and opinions in reaction reveal the reputation. Because reputation is based on a character judgment, it begs the question: What is character? In organizations it involves a complex set of features, including both performance and ethical behavior. It is not that different for an individual’s character.

Trust is a key component of any reputation. Stakeholders demand authenticity, credibility, and honesty. According to the 2007 Edelman Trust Barometer, “providing quality products or services” and undertaking “socially responsible activities” are the two most important things a company can do to build trust. We’d also include “quality workplace management” and “financial performance” (or at least lack of irregularities) based on commonalities in the work of Harris Interactive, Weber Shandwick, and criteria for Fortune magazine’s annual America’s Most Admired Companies list.

Radically Transparent will not aid you or your company in developing a good character: you already learned that from your parents, school, and religion. Slip and you will fall in the social media. Or, don’t slip and you still may fall when the citizen journalists get the rumor mill going. Even the best character can draw online criticism and if you or your firm are not yet being discussed online, you will be soon. Incidentally, if you are not the topic of online conversation this may indicate a bigger problem: you have no  reputation at all because no one cares. This book will help you monitor your online reputation and manage stakeholder perceptions of your character. These things were not taught in school.


Reputation Influences 

The reputations of an organization, its brands, and its employees operate in a context that is sometimes uncontrollable (Figure 1.3). For example, a country reputation affects brand reputations exported from that country. Further, what people think of Bill Gates affects Microsoft’s reputation. When Robert Scoble wrote his famous blog as technical evangelist at Microsoft (Scoblizer.com), his reputation influenced and was affected by those of Bill Gates and Microsoft.

Figure 1.3 Reputation Influences
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At the broadest level, a company’s or brand’s reputation includes that of its country of origin. The current reputation of the United States is quite low in many countries, and this has a real economic impact on U.S. firms selling abroad. For instance, in Edelman’s 2007 Trust survey with college-educated, high-income residents, 60% of Americans trust McDonald’s, but only 26% of residents in France, Germany, and the United Kingdom trust the company. Edelman concludes that for the third year in a row, American brands operating in Europe have a trust discount—other studies suggest a discount of up to 20% for U.S. brands in foreign markets. BusinessWeek suggests that this U.S. trust discount nears the top of “the list of the Biggest Problems No One Cares About.”

Do consumers trust business in general? In the United States, 53% did in 2007, up from 44% in 2002 during the Enron and WorldCom ethics scandals (according to Edelman). This is an all-time high for business trust, but it handicaps an individual business in the reputation game.

Industry reputations affect its corporate members. An Ipsos MORI study revealed the proportion of consumers holding positive impressions of various industries: food industry (65%), banking (51%), and tobacco (14%). Companies operating in unpopular industries have an uphill reputation battle.

Similarly, the competition can affect a firm’s reputation because buyers make comparisons. When Home Depot is in the spotlight for poor customer service, Lowe’s suddenly looks better to consumers.

Now for the company management. The CEO reputation is a very important component of the company reputation, according to 87% of the respondents in a study by PR firm Hill and Knowlton. Also important are reputations of the CFO (75%), the company chairman (40%), and other nonexecutive directors (23%). When the company reputation is damaged, CEOs receive nearly 60% of the blame, according to PR firm Weber Shandwick. This may be why David Neeleman, JetBlue CEO and founder, left his post after the February crisis.

Finally, every employee can affect a company’s reputation through interactions with customers, friends, and family. This explains why internal marketing is such an important tactic.

Obviously, some of these contextual influences are more controllable than others. In this book we present strategies and tactics for managing organizational and individual CEO and employee reputations, but it is important to consider that larger influences can derail the best plans.


Reputation Is a Valuable Asset 

After removing radio personality Don Imus from his MSNBC program for making racist remarks on air, NBC News President Steve Capus noted that advertisers had begun pulling dollars from the network. Capus said, “I ask you, what price do you put on your reputation? And the reputation of this news division means more to me than advertising dollars. Because if you lose your reputation, you lose everything.” Those advertising dollars may well have kept flowing out if NBC hadn’t handled this situation so skillfully.

Much research validates the connection between a company’s reputation and revenue. For example, a Harris Interactive study found that a sterling reputation increases consumers’ “intentions to buy a company’s products and services, recommend them to other people, buy a company’s stock, and recommend the stock to other investors.” In the pharmaceutical industry a PricewaterhouseCoopers study discovered that 78% of consumers consider a firm’s reputation when selecting drug treatments.

The Hay Group, a global marketing consultancy and partner with Fortune magazine, noted that the top 10 “World’s Most Admired Companies” enjoy a total shareholder return of nearly three times that of the Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500 as a whole (18.5% versus 7.1%). People and businesses buy from companies they like and trust. Further, they don’t want to be associated with firms that have poor reputations. It pays to monitor your reputation carefully and take action as needed to keep it stellar.

Pay special attention if it is stellar: JetBlue’s reputation crash was worse because of its perfect reputation pre-Valentine’s day 2007. Other airlines that also grounded planes and passengers did not get the same strong negativity in social media, perhaps because these delays were expected from them.

Thought Byte: Your Reputation Equity

What is the value of your reputation? Your organization’s? Think of some worst-case scenarios and how they could hurt your bottom line.


Loose tongues (and typing fingers), e-mail abuse, and internet fraud can kill your reputation in a minute. The Weber Shandwick PR firm estimates that it takes four years to recover from a reputation blemish, and another three to make it sustainable.

This huge asset needs careful guarding.




Now for the Good News 

This same social Web we’ve been describing is full of treasures for astute companies. You can easily find and use them for improving your reputation online. One key is to follow the old adage: if you can’t fight ’em, join ’em. The citizen journalists want the object of their stories to join in the conversation.

The internet is a great research tool for hearing what’s on your customers’ and other stakeholders’ minds. Learn from the dialogue. It is a lot cheaper than holding focus groups in multiple cities. Academic research shows that two-thirds of customers never voice complaints to companies. The ease of internet discussion allows them to complain to other like-minded consumers with full transparency to the company. Unilever’s Axe personal care brands for men hosts private forums for selected customers and listens to them chat about life, love, Axe products, and more. Dell and Amazon are particularly adroit at listening to customers and designing products and technology to meet their needs. JetBlue created the Bill of Rights as a response to its customer troubles. What could be better than the opportunity to eavesdrop on a million customers as they honestly chat about your products online?

Thought Byte: Online Reputation Research

You probably have many ways of learning about customer perceptions. What systems do you have in place to research your reputation online?


It might seem overwhelming to monitor 110 million blogs, but that is unnecessary. Your stakeholders tend to hang out together online in special interest forums and blogs (remember: “people like me”). Sometimes called “centers of influence,” a firm or individual can identify a handful of important websites for monitoring. For instance, a hotel will watch reviews posted on travel agent sites, such as Expedia, Travelocity, and TripAdvisor.

You can also work with individuals to solve product problems. Research shows that a negative comment about a brand is about 10 times stronger than a positive comment in shaping public opinion. It is easy to identify an individual complaining online about a product or service problem and e-mail the consumer directly to make it right. Lenovo, the technology firm that acquired IBM’s Personal Computing Division, picks off a few extreme and vocal customer complaints a day and responds to them personally. What a great opportunity to find the dissatisfied and turn them into brand advocates.

As another bonus, you can monitor online conversation automatically. This is one of the great features of internet technology. Reputation watchers use Google and Technorati, Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feeds, and more, to bring relevant conversation right to their desktop computers the minute it happens. We’ll show you exactly how to set up your own conversation monitoring in Chapter 13.

Companies such as Dell, Wal-Mart, Microsoft, and Kryptonite have all experienced the power of consumer-generated media. Even the U.S. government’s intelligence community has realized the wealth of information that can be gleaned from monitoring blogs. As Open Source Center (OSC) Director Douglas J. Naquin told The Washington Times, “A lot of blogs now have become very big on the internet, and we’re getting a lot of rich information on blogs that are telling us a lot about social perspectives and everything from what the general feeling is to … people putting information on there that doesn’t exist anywhere else.”

The social media are not only for reputation monitoring and repair—you can also start the conversations that build your reputation. Honest, open disclosure and genuine interest in feedback will get the ball rolling. We’ll explain how to do this in Parts 2 and 3 of this book.




Become Radically Transparent 

By now you are getting the picture—the citizen journalists are discussing you, your company, your brands, and more online. Maybe they are chatting about your CEO or  brands in blogs, posting images on Flickr and YouTube, and rating your actions on eBay and your reviews on Amazon or ePinion. Or perhaps your own online postings need a checkup to see if they support your desired reputation—for example, what image does your outgoing e-mail, website, and blog portray, and are your bio and contact information on your company’s website up-to-date and accurate?

Thought Byte: Start with the Low-Hanging Fruit

Check your bio, head shot, “About Us” and contact information on the company website and update if needed. Then, look for information currency in the signature file appended to your outgoing e-mail and the white papers and press releases referencing you online.


The guidelines in this book will make it easy to present your best self online without fanning the flames or getting into reputation trouble. They are based on best practices among the internet’s star brands. We’ve grounded them in solid marketing and corporate branding principles. You’ll find short tutorials in four key skills of online branding in social media: research, public relations, search engine optimization, and online content generation. It is ultimately about the content online, but no one will see it if you don’t have these other skills and know how to connect with people online. Research skills help you to find out where you currently stand online and to set up a monitoring system. Search engine optimization (SEO) helps you move closer to becoming the #1 listing on search engine results pages. PR gets the word out and also helps with SEO—these are tried-and-true strategies for creating a buzz about you.

PR and SEO are two very different skills because one focuses on building relevant messages for the media while the other concentrates on building relevant content for the search engines. Can’t write? We’ll help you with that, too. Social media require different writing skills than either traditional or web page writing (it’s about the dialogue, remember?).

We wrote this book as a menu of strategies and tactics, knowing that one size does not fit all. You may already be well known online and want to jump to sections on how to repair your image in the face of online criticism, such as what happened to JetBlue. Or, you may be well known only in the real world yet want to become #1 on Google for your personal or corporate name. Finally, if you are new to this, like most of us, we show you how to start at the beginning and build a stellar online reputation. No time? You get to pick how much to do based on your situation.

There’s a conversation going on about you right this minute. It’s time to learn how to join that discussion and become radically transparent.




2

You Don’t Own Your Company’s Reputation

Companies can spend millions of dollars each year to promote and manage their brands, yet a single negative blog post can destroy a reputation within days. Consumers and employees use the Web to discuss businesses, their services, their products, and their executives. They’re finding that their voices carry far and loud thanks to social networking sites, blogs, and online message boards. The power to control a brand is rapidly shifting away from the companies that have the deepest pockets—instead, it’s the companies that best listen to and engage their stakeholders that win the reputation race.






Dell’s Hell 

“I just got a new Dell laptop and paid a fortune for the four-year, in-home service...The machine is a lemon and the service is a lie...DELL SUCKS. DELL LIES. Put that in your Google and smoke it, Dell.”

 

—Jeff Jarvis, BuzzMachine.com, June 21, 2005


During the 1990s and early millennium, Dell Inc. built a solid reputation as a computer manufacturer that produced quality desktop and notebook machines, while providing customers with industry-leading support. A decade of dependable customer service, competitive prices, and built-to-order solutions made Dell the default choice for millions of consumers and earned it a U.S. market share of 28.2% in 2004, according to global market intelligence firm IDC. Dell was seemingly destined to continue expanding its phenomenal success, setting a goal of reaching $80 million in revenue by 2008.

In the early 2000s, as part of a plan to reduce the costs associated with its customer service, Dell made the decision to outsource its technical support to India, a move that had become increasingly commonplace among technology companies seeking to reduce labor costs. The decision appeared to be a wise one, at least superficially, with Dell increasing its U.S. market share to 28.8% the following year. Dell was on a roll and the future looked as rosy as it could possibly be.

Unfortunately for Dell, on June 21, 2005, popular blogger Jeff Jarvis unwittingly opened up a can of worms, with a single post to his blog that would become the catalyst for a two-year period of scrutiny and criticism of the computer company’s customer service. For the next two years, Dell would become known, not for its quality products and industry dominance, but instead for its association with two short words—“Dell Hell.”

Thought Byte: Evaluate Every Blog Post

There’s an important lesson to learn from Dell. Don’t ignore a blog post, simply because the author is not relevant to your industry or doesn’t appear to have an audience with your customers. If Dell had reacted quickly to Jarvis’s first post, they could have saved themselves months of criticism.


Jeff Jarvis is not a computer expert. He doesn’t write for PC World, CNET, or any other computer-industry publication. He’s not the type of person to tweak or fine-tune a computer, nor is he the kind of person who buys a super-sophisticated machine.

In fact, when he bought his Dell notebook, Jarvis opted for the four-year, in-home warranty service, paying extra for the peace of mind that comes from knowing that he’d never once have to troubleshoot the hard drive or replace the microprocessor. He bought a computer from one of the world’s largest and most respected manufacturers, and he expected it to work as advertised.

Unfortunately for Jarvis, and ultimately for Dell, the notebook computer in his possession was a “lemon.” He had problems with the hardware, couldn’t connect to his network, had issues with the central processing unit (CPU), and the machine overheated continually. When he tried to take advantage of his “in-home” service plan, he was told that any technician sent to his home would not have the parts to repair the computer, and that Jarvis would need to send the machine to Dell for repair—leaving him sans computer for up to two weeks. Clearly feeling misled by Dell and extremely frustrated, Jarvis decided to share his chagrin and anger with the readers of his popular media and news blog, BuzzMachine.com.

“...All I should care about is having a computer that works. How it works and how it’s made is their problem if I have a warranty, right?

 

But that’s what bothers me most: I bought that warranty, the top-of-the-line, most expensive warranty that warrants to send someone to my home to repair my machine.

 

Except that’s a big fat Dell lie. The person they would send to my home would not have the parts (or, according to some of my commenters, the expertise, training, and intelligence) to repair that machine.

 

Smells like fraud to me.

 

Smells like a class-action suit to some of my commenters and emailers...”


The response from his site’s readers, many of whom had their own blogs, led to what can only be described as a snowball of negative sentiment, rolling down a Mount Everest-sized hill of underlying frustration, and gathering momentum and voracity as it went. Jeff Jarvis had become the blogging equivalent of the child who pointed out the emperor’s new clothes were actually nonexistent. His criticism of Dell’s customer service, or lack thereof, emboldened others to come forward to claim that, they too, had suffered at the hands of Dell’s diminishing customer support. Dell faced an angry mob of online detractors replacing handwritten letters with blogs, exchanging mantra-like chants with online comments, and swapping arguments at customer service desks with bitter exchanges at online forums and chat rooms. Dell was truly facing its own reputation “hell,” a backlash unlike any it, or any other company at the time, had seen.


Facing a Customer Revolt Online 

Over the following three weeks, Jeff Jarvis published a total of 12 blog posts about Dell’s poor customer service, each one more damaging than the previous, and each gaining hundreds of thousands of readers who collectively left thousands of comments.

Dell was facing a corporate reputation crisis. No doubt, Dell had previously prepared a “crisis communications plan”—a common practice among the public relations (PR) department of many large companies—but it wasn’t prepared for the onslaught to come from the internet. Dell’s crisis communications plan didn’t include provisions for reacting to a web-based attack, it didn’t map out how to engage online critics that numbered in the thousands, and Dell didn’t know how to react. So it didn’t.

Thought Byte: Are You Prepared for a Crisis?

Does your company have a crisis communication plan that includes responding to online attacks?

If your business were to face an online assault to its reputation, how would you react?


Dell was caught in the crossfire and it was taking enemy fire from all sides. Its once spotless reputation was now being picked apart by a rapidly spreading theme (or “meme” as it is often called on the Web) that found its fuel, not from the likes of CNN or The Wall Street Journal, but from citizen journalists and their hordes of followers, often no more recognizable than the nickname or avatar they used to represent themselves online. Not knowing the best way to manage the situation, Dell did what most would—it decided to withdraw. It gave no official response to the social media outcry and instead acted as if, by simply refusing to pander to the complaints of a blogger and his following, the crisis would run out of gas and vanish as quickly as it had started. So sure of its strategy of nonengagement, Dell went as far as closing its Dell Customer Support Forum—a popular online destination for customers wishing to exchange comments and questions about Dell products. It vanished on July 8, 2005—just weeks after Jarvis’s initial blog post.

To suggest that a single blogger was solely responsible for the sudden negative consumer sentiment would be an exaggeration of the events. Although Jarvis may have become the unofficial spokesperson for everyone facing Dell Hell, the real reason for such a huge reputation crisis can be traced to many months earlier. Dell’s decision to reduce spending on customer service had created an underlying ripple of customer angst—before the situation was mentioned on any blog. Indeed, in 2004, just the year before, complaints to the Better Business Bureau rose 23% and were already up an additional 5% when Jarvis posted his complaint. In addition, a survey conducted by  the University of Michigan indicated Dell’s customer satisfaction rating fell 6.3% in 2005, bringing the company’s ratings in line with those of the industry. Even more enlightening, a 2005 search on Google for the phrase “dell customer service problems” brought back an astonishing 2,950,000 indexed pages (that number has since grown to more than 7,000,000). Jeff Jarvis was not the reason for Dell’s declining reputation—he was merely the messenger—but his blog post was the catalyst that brought the topic widespread attention.

Dell’s reputation was in a tailspin. It had become the victim, not of an in-depth expose by 60 Minutes or Nightline, but of a single blog post that became the battle cry for a community of Netizens (internet citizens). It would take Dell almost 12 months before it decided that a head-in-the-sand approach to its online reputation was not the best policy. A year after Jeff Jarvis’s blog complaint, Dell discovered the only way to repair and build back its reputation would be to become radically transparent.


Dell Finds Its Transparent Voice 

On July 10, 2006, Dell launched the first of many radically transparent initiatives, designed to add a human voice to what had become a sea of corporate rhetoric and carefully crafted media statements. Direct2Dell.com was the company’s first foray into engaging its critics. Lionel Menchaca was appointed “Digital Media Manager” and become the web community spokesperson for all matters related to Dell’s customer service and product initiatives. “Real People Are Here and We’re Listening,” would serve as the title of one of Dell’s first blog posts, signaling the company’s desire to listen to its customers and learn from its mistakes.

After months of scouring blog entries and reading forum posts, Dell was ready to open up its kimono and engage in a radically transparent mode of conversation. According to Menchaca, Dell “learned how to talk like a regular individual” and realized why it was important to “show customers that you are closing the loop.” It sounded like a simple plan, after all—what most customers wanted was a chance to be heard and have their issues addressed. When they came knocking previously, Dell had closed the door on them, not interested in having any one-on-one conversations. Now, realizing the folly of its ways, Dell was ready to engage, ready to listen, and ready to respond.

Direct2Dell became Dell’s first “post-Jarvis” initiative, designed to reverse course its initial decision to ignore social media—but it wouldn’t be its last. Dell went on to launch blogs in multiple languages, create Studio Dell for podcasts and videos, increase the number of Dell-supported forums to seven, and even build its own social networking community: IdeaStorm.com. Dell realized that customers were discussing its products and customer service, whether it joined the conversation or not, and it finally realized that ignorance was not, in fact, bliss.


Listening to Customers 

“We know our customers are having conversations about Dell, twenty-four-seven, around the world, in all languages,” says Bob Pearson, vice president of corporate group communications for Dell. “We want to be a relevant part of those conversations.” In fact, you’d be hard pressed to find a better example of a company that has learned the errors of its ways. Dell is one of the few to embrace not only social media as a communications channel—with blogs, forums, and podcasting—but to entwine itself so finely in the conversations of its customers that few business decisions inside the company are made without first listening to customers requests. “Something we say inside Dell [is that] we want the customer walking the hallways,” enthuses Pearson. “You can’t be in a meeting without saying, ‘this is what the community wants.’” And this newly found desire to listen to customers is not simply a PR initiative designed to pay lip service, but a company acting on the feedback received. “This is not a communication exercise, this is not a feel-good thing, this is part of the DNA of Dell,” explains Pearson.

While Dell’s new practice of monitoring its detractors and listening to its customers has gone a long way to help rebuild its tattered reputation, the company has gone beyond simply listening and responding to criticism. Dell’s not looking to simply fake its interest in what its clients have to say—the company is one of the few that actively engages its web following and seeks their suggestions on everything from new products to company initiatives. If you ask Pearson what Dell receives in return for actively participating in online conversations, he’s quick to tell you: “We’re benefiting from it so much.”

While Dell may have started out its path to radical transparency with the launch of its first customer-centric blog, it is its social networking platform, IdeaStorm, that actually feeds the company with valuable customer insight. Designed to mirror the functionality of social tagging used on sites such as Digg.com or Reddit.com, Dell’s IdeaStorm was created to function as a giant online suggestion box. Here’s Dell’s own description of IdeaStorm’s purpose, taken from the site:

“...The name is a take-off on the word “brainstorm” and it is our way of building an online community that brings all of us closer to the creative side of technology by allowing you to share ideas and interact with other customers and Dell experts. You can suggest new products or services you’d like to see Dell develop or tell the world how you feel about major trends in technology and society. We hope this site fosters a candid and robust conversation about your ideas.

 

Our commitment is to listen to your input and ideas to improve our products and services, and the way we do business. We will do our best to keep you posted on how Dell brings customer ideas to life.”



Defining Moment: Social Tagging

With the growth of social networking sites, your favorite web pages are no longer confined to your browser’s bookmarks. Sites such as Digg.com allow you to share your favorite web content and encourage other Digg members to vote on its merit. Del.icio.us is popular because it allows you to keep all of your favorite bookmarks online, share them with others, and tag them with keywords that match the content of the page. For example, you might add Dell.com to your del.icio.us account and tag it with the words “computer,” “desktop,” customer service,” or even “dell hell.”



Dell Engages with Customers 

Can listening to its customers’ ideas and suggestions really help Dell grow its business and impact the direction it takes with new products and services? “We already have 20 business changes within the company,” reports Pearson, within just a few months of launch. In fact, after barely three months of existence, the IdeaStorm website proudly reports the submission of more than 5,000 ideas, over 20,000 comments, and north of 350,000 idea endorsements. The site is such an overwhelming success for Dell that a staggering 100,000 people responded within days when the company took the bold step of announcing new machines running the open source operating system Linux (instead of Microsoft’s Windows). Dell had gone from ignoring the voice of the individual customer to embracing it, nourishing it, and eventually hanging on its every word (see Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1 Levels of customer engagement
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So how did Dell benefit from its decision to become radically transparent? It’s still early, but the company is showing signs that its social media initiatives are paying off. Since the launch of the Direct2Dell blog, the company’s stock price has risen from a July 2006 low of around $19 a share to a consistently held share price of $25. In  August 2006, when faced with a crisis involving the recall of millions of laptop batteries, Dell displayed its new transparency by reaching out to customers to answer their questions, setting up the DellBatteryProgram.com website to assist identifying faulty batteries, and posting nine blog entries to the Direct2Dell site.

There are other signs that Dell’s reputation is benefiting from its radical transparency. According to Google’s own search trends, the number of queries for “dell customer service” has declined since the middle of 2005 (Figure 2.2) and by mid-2006, Better Business Bureau complaints were down 40% to just 3 customers for every 10,000. By most metrics, Dell’s initiative to engage its customers is a roaring success.

Figure 2.2 Chart showing search trends for “dell customer service” on Google
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Brand Control Is Shifting to Citizen Journalists 

So why are companies, like Dell and JetBlue, finding themselves subject to the scrutiny of their customers? What’s causing customers—both external (consumers and investors) and internal (employees and directors)—to suddenly step up on to their virtual soapbox, voice their concerns, ask their questions, and criticize businesses? Why is it that customers are no longer content to listen to carefully crafted press statements, put up with the poor service received by businesses, or blindly accept what they’re told on their television or radio? Just as the Web leveled the playing field of business—with smaller businesses empowered to compete with the Fortune 500s of the world—it also enabled the voice of the minority. Whether you’re a mega-company, such as Dell, or a small, local business, what’s said about your company online can affect your reputation, your future customer’s decision making, and, ultimately, your bottom line. What starts as a ripple of discontent on the Web can quickly turn into a huge wave of negative media sentiment, as Dell discovered. To understand why your company should become radically transparent, we need to first look at why the old ways of communication are no longer working, how the internet is empowering customers to speak up, and what you stand to gain by engaging the online chatter.




You Don’t Control Your Reputation 

Companies collectively spend billions of dollars each year in advertising and PR campaigns. With various media channels at their disposal—television, radio, print, and internet—corporations of all sizes throw dollar after dollar into campaigns designed to carefully craft perceptions of them. These efforts are all designed to shape feelings about a company, responses to their products, interaction with their employees, and the associations made when thinking of them.

Likewise, businesses implement similar efforts with their own employees and internal stakeholders. The company mission statement, the corporate handbook, the annual meeting, and the CEO’s newsletter all contribute to the internal perception of who the company is and what it stands for. Whether externally or internally, companies work hard to build and maintain their brand. Take a look at Fortune magazine’s list of the most admired companies in 2007 and you’ll see many examples of brands that have been built to conjure up a positive feeling, emotion, or perception.

America’s Most Admired Companies (Source: Fortune 2007):1. General Electric
2. Starbucks
3. Toyota Motor
4. Berkshire Hathaway
5. Southwest Airlines
6. FedEx
7. Apple
8. Google
9. Johnson & Johnson
10. Procter & Gamble
11. Goldman Sachs Group
12. Microsoft
13. Target
14. 3M
15. Nordstrom
16. United Parcel Service
17. American Express
18. Costco Wholesale
19. PepsiCo*
19. Wal-Mart Stores* * tied



Think of Starbucks and you’ll likely think of baristas serving up fresh-brewed coffee. Hear the name Target and images of the bright red bull’s-eye and large, clean stores come to mind. Seeing Google mentioned brings to mind fast, reliable search results with an uncanny knack of knowing exactly what you need. Yet, even these highly respected companies have faced their own online reputation crises. Starbucks CEO James Donald once told The Seattle Times that he would know if he had been successful if his employees attended his funeral—yet within hours employees had posted comments such as “I’d love to attend his firing” on Starbucksgossip.com. When Target decided to stop Salvation Army collections outside its stores during the holiday season, it found itself facing a backlash from the blogosphere. And, even Google, a company that is often rated as the most trusted brand in the world, is facing criticism from the digerati concerned about its liberal privacy policy.

Thought Byte: Falling from Grace

JetBlue would have likely made the Fortune list of most admired companies had it not had a spotless reputation blow up in its face. Is your company on the edge of a similar precipice?



Your Marketing Is Boring Your Customers 

Although Dell may be the poster child for how easily even the most respected brand can find itself at the mercy of citizen journalists, its story, and those of Starbucks, Target, and Google, are not isolated incidents. Customers—both external and internal—are pushing back at corporate-speak, canned communication, and polished advertisements. They’ve found that their own voices carry far and wide when echoed by their peers. Online, one vote counts. The internet is empowering and engaging, and its audience is practically crying out to hear what the average Joe has to say. They’ve found new knowledge in listening to one another’s opinions and they’ve decided to reevaluate everything they know about your brand by simply listening to the experiences of others. They trust one another more than they trust you.

In his book Purple Cow, author and marketer Seth Godin explains why customers are ignoring traditional messaging and looking for something more authentic. “I believe we’ve now reached the point where we can no longer market directly to the masses,” says Godin. He explains that customers have grown deadened to traditional marketing and advertising; they’ve moved on and are seeking something extraordinary, something radically different. Godin believes that customers, like motorists who’ve grown bored of seeing nothing but black-and-white cows lining the fields of a country road, have desensitized themselves to the constant bombardment of advertising designed to influence their perception of a company’s brand. “The traditional approaches are now obsolete,” says Godin. Customers are looking for something different, something they can find passion in, something they can get excited about. As Godin suggests, customers are looking for a Purple Cow on the road to recapture their attention. For businesses, the Purple Cow happens to be the voices of its employees, customers, and other stakeholders—all spotlighted online.

Dell may have found itself at the mercy of a popular blogger’s rant, but most companies won’t find such a loud, singular voice crafting the online perception of its brand. In fact, if it were as simple as identifying just a handful of influential internet advocates and critics, you would be able to put this book down right now, take a quick review of the Web, and make direct contact with those who hold the power to influence how others perceive your business. But it’s not that simple, unfortunately. The power to influence the perception of your company’s brand doesn’t rest with one or two popular blogs, forums, or message boards. Godin’s Purple Cow manifested itself as  a huge, thundering herd of citizen journalists. Millions of voices are on the Web every day, discussing your and your competitors’ business and deciding whether or not you are living up to the brand perception you’ve so carefully crafted with all of your advertising and PR dollars. “One hundred years of marketing thought are gone,” suggests Godin. It’s time to find your radically transparent voice. It’s time to first listen to, and then join, the conversations that are going on every day about your company, your products, your services, your executives, and your employees.

It is now a dialogue—the company monologue won’t cut it anymore.


Your Marketing Is Boring Your Employees 

The people you need to listen and respond to are not just a select list of influential consumers. Sure, you’ll always find what Malcolm Gladwell calls the “mavens” in his book The Tipping Point: consumers who “have the knowledge and the social skills to start word-of-mouth epidemics,” but the people who discuss your business aren’t always easy to spot and they’re not always the usual suspects. In fact, just as important, if not more so, than your company’s external customers are your internal ones, such as employees, business partners, and investors. The people inside your company are often just as likely to discuss your brand outside of your company.

The very people you rely on each day to build products, service clients, and help your company live up to its publicly built perception are often the ones who hold your brand to the highest standards of corporate governance. They’re matching your internal messages to the ones you convey outside the company. They’re comparing the taglines you use in your million-dollar advertising campaigns with the internal memos that get sent over the corporate intranet. Most of your internal stakeholders will likely be your strongest allies; they’ll fight for you, defend your reputation, and bring their own trusted voice to the many public conversations. Yet they have the potential to be your harshest critics, most outspoken attackers, and determined detractors.

Companies that become radically transparent don’t just pay attention to the sentiment and feedback of their external customer base; they realize that, in order to have any chance of success, they’ll need the assistance of those internal advocates who share their same passion and belief. You’ll need to show a unified front, and demonstrate that the money spent in advertising to craft and shape your brand is substantiated by your employees who live and breathe your business every day.

Thought Byte: Get Feedback from Your Employees

What do your employees think about your brand? Consider conducting a simple survey to see how your employees describe your brand. Do they understand what you’re trying to build? Do their perceptions correspond with your intent?



Becoming “radically transparent” starts with your own internal audience. You must learn how to reach them with honest, plainspoken messaging. You need to let them know that you value their opinion, respect their input, and fully trust them to help you in your efforts to engage with your customers. By doing so, not only will you gain tremendous insight into the inner workings of your business, but you’ll also build an army of company evangelists who will keep their ear to the ground, monitor your reputation for you, and be there to champion your cause. And you’ll need their help.




Internet Conversations Have Replaced Coffee Shop Chatter 

In a coffee shop, within minutes of where you’re reading this book, two or more people have gathered together and are discussing the poor workmanship of a product they just purchased from a well-known company. Others are on the phone, sharing recommendations for a business where they’ve personally received great service. And, somewhere, right this minute, employees are gathered in a break room, discussing how unfairly they’ve been treated by their boss. These conversations have always existed and will continue to exist so long as there are companies to buy products from, businesses providing services, and executives managing employees.

Thanks to the power of that modern innovation, the World Wide Web, these conversations now go on every minute of every day, in stores, homes, and offices—but what was once a few friends within earshot are now a few hundred thousand strong. Although the pre-internet age meant that these conversations were mostly untraceable, unknown, discreet, hidden, and somewhat secretive, these discussions are now happening in plain view, if you know where to look and care to listen.

Thought Byte: Take a Look in the Mirror

What would customers say about your company? Take a moment for some honest reflection. What might customers be saying about your brands and CEO? Make a mental note of the topics now—both positive and negative—and you’ll be in a better position to understand the threats and opportunities to your company’s brand.


The Cluetrain Manifesto, written by web luminaries Rick Levine, Christopher Locke, Doc Searls, and David Weinberger, was largely regarded as the first awakening to the notion that “markets are conversations” yielding a wealth of information to those willing to explore them. As Locke explains, “The Internet became a place where people could talk to other people without constraint. Without filters or censorship or  official sanction—and perhaps most significantly, without advertising.” Conversations that had previously taken place in locations that not even the best Cold War-era spy could have uncovered, are now being broadcast to millions of internet users, eager to share their voice and listen to the voice of others. “The Net connects people to each other, and impassions and empowers through those connections,” suggests Locke.

In fact, a strange thing happened when people started to integrate the internet with their daily lives. Once quiet, reserved individuals suddenly found the confidence to speak up and make their opinion count. They found the internet to be a way to break down corporate spin, carefully crafted marketing messages, and slick advertising. The Web gave customers the power to reshape your brand, to peek behind the Wizard of Oz curtain, and to share with others exactly what they’ve learned about your company. As Doc Searls so succinctly describes:

“...finding themselves connected to one another in the market doesn’t enable customers just to learn the truth behind product claims. The very sound of the Web conversation throws into stark relief the monotonous, lifeless, self-centered drone emanating from Marketing departments around the world. Word of Web offers people the pure sound of the human voice, not the elevated, empty speech of the corporate hierarchy. Further, these voices are telling one another the truth based on their real experiences, unlike the corporate messages that aim at presenting what we can generously call a best-case scenario. Not only can the market discover the truth in the time it takes to do a search at a discussion archive, but the tinny, self-absorbed voices of business-as-usual sound especially empty in contrast to the rich conversations emanating from the Web.”



Forget the Needle; First You Need to Find the Haystack 

So, if the conversations have moved from coffee shops and break rooms, where exactly did they go? You may already be convinced that your company is being discussed on the internet, but where exactly? The internet has hundreds of billions of pages, with authors scattered across the entire world. If Google can discover only a fraction of the content that resides on the Web, how is any business supposed to know where to start locating and joining these conversations? “Technology is making these conversational needles lots easier to find in the Internet haystack,” suggests The Cluetrain Manifesto’s Rick Levine, and just as most offline conversations have their typical locations (coffee shop, break room, and so forth), online conversations have their normal cyber hangouts.

In Part 2 of this book we’ll walk you through these different cyber hangouts and describe the voices you’ll need to use for customer engagement and for becoming  radically transparent. However, now is a good juncture to introduce you to the key types of social media, and their mode d’emploi, so that you can get a better understanding of where you’ll need to hang out in order to listen, monitor, and engage.

In Chapter 1, we gave an overview of the social media channels being used by your company’s customers. Most of these should be familiar to you, but others may be new to you, or perhaps unclear as to what exactly they mean. The internet is very much a living organism, diverse in its use, broad in its taxonomy, and somewhat subjective in its classifications. Indeed, you could break the internet up into a handful of broadly defined channels, or you could use a labeling system so complex that it would make the classification of species—domain, kingdom, class, and so forth—look elementary. We’re not going to dig deeply into all the different uses of the internet—there are customers waiting to hear from you—so instead we’ll focus on demystifying the most commonly encountered platforms utilized by customers when it’s time for them to dissect your brand.


Blogs Are the New Soapbox 

What is a web log, or blog? Ask that question of a dozen people, and you’ll likely get a dozen different answers in return. According to a definition found on the information site Answers.com, a blog is defined as:

“(WeBLOG) A Web site that contains dated text entries in reverse chronological order (most recent first) about a particular topic. Blogs serve many purposes from online newsletters to personal journals to “ranting and raving.” They can be written by one person or a group of contributors. Entries contain commentary and links to other Web sites, and images as well as a search facility may be included. Blogs may also contain video.”


It’s interesting that the text includes “ranting and raving” as part of the description. Blogs were by no means created so that the average Jill could spend her day thinking up things to gripe about or topics to evangelize. In fact, early blogs were the work of geeky tech types—those early adopters—or teenagers discussing the activities of their pet dog. Even today, of the 110+ million blogs that blanket the internet, many are dominated by these two subsets of users—the technology savvy and generation Y—but as blogs have grown in ease of use and popularity, so too have the types of people who have a blog and the ways they are put to use.

With publishing platforms such as Blogger.com, MoveableType.com, and Wordpress.com, making it easy for everyone to set up their own web logs within minutes and start publishing their inner monologue to the masses, it’s no surprise that the practical uses of blogs have spread to just about any topic you can imagine. It’s this easy access to virtually idiot-proof web publishing that has empowered many consumers to speak up and share their opinions on just about every topic imaginable. No wonder, then, that blogs are often one of the most critical channels of communication for corporations to monitor. In addition, many companies realize the benefits of implementing a corporate blog as part of their efforts to be radically transparent.

In Chapter 9, we’ll explain how you can wield the power of a blog to help you become radically transparent and, in Chapters 12 and 13, we’ll also show you how to track and listen to blogs that might have an impact on your brand. For now, the importance of blogging to your company’s online reputation can be summed up like this: Jeff Jarvis published his Dell Hell rant on a blog. Enough said.


Search Engines Became Reputation Engines 

With billions of pages of content floating around the Web, users have come to rely on Google to help them discover the hidden nuggets of information, to help them separate the digital wheat from the cyber chaff. The technology Google uses to complete this task is what enabled it to become so successful and dominate other, once-popular search engines such as Yahoo!, Microsoft, and AOL. While Google’s algorithm uses a secret list of more than two hundred variables, its success is a result of its proprietary PageRank scoring system for links. Effectively, Google analyzes the number and quality of links that point to any given web page, compares them to other web pages on the same topic, and decides, within a split second, the order in which web pages should be displayed for any given search term.

Google is more than just a search engine—it’s a reputation engine. Each link a web page receives is like a virtual vote being cast by other web pages. The more quality links from web pages that reside in a similar theme neighborhood (see the sidebar “Theme Neighborhoods”), the greater the chance a web page has to show up in the first 10 or 20 listings for a particular search query. And, as search engine users, we tend to place our trust in the results we receive from Google—which is partly the reason for its huge success—believing that whichever pages happen to show up at the top of the list must be the most relevant, most popular ones for the entered search query.

In his book The Wisdom of Crowds, author James Surowiecki explains our trust in Google, suggesting the “idea of ‘social proof,’ which is the tendency to assume that if lots of people are doing something or believe something, there must be a good reason why.”

Defining Moment: Theme Neighborhoods

What do we mean by theme neighborhoods? If your business is selling blue widgets, Google needs to determine that your website deserves to be on the first page for a user’s search for “blue widgets.” One of the ways it does this is to look at the other web pages that have linked to you. Links to your site from other widget sites helps assure Google that your business is about widgets. If those other sites also use “blue widget” in the text they use to link to you, and the link comes from their “blue widget” page, your chances of ranking well in Google just went up further. Jeff Jarvis’s blog shows up so prominently on Google for the phrase “dell hell” because many other sites discussed the topic and linked back to Jarvis’s blog.


It’s this blind trust in Google’s ability to find the most relevant search results that allows us to often find contentment in the first page of suggested links presented. For this same reason, when we enter a company brand, product model, executive’s name, or even just the name of our next date, we tend to base our opinions around what we discover. If what we observe in the first one or two pages of search results is all positive, chances are that will influence us enough to form an equally positive opinion of that company or person. At the same time, if these search results happen to include negative sentiment—say, a blogger’s rant about a faulty computer—any positive perception will be severely diminished. In Chapter 6 we’ll further explore how perception of any brand—whether corporate or personal—can be influenced by what shows up in search engine results, and we’ll demonstrate tactics you can use to exert some influence over what is displayed.


A New Forum for Online Discussions 

Perhaps the most mature online medium for exchanging opinions is the humble forum. A forum, also called a message board, describes a place where two or more people gather to exchange opinions, news, and comments in a threaded conversation about a topic of interest. Unlike blogs, where one voice (the blogger’s) tends to have a monopoly over others’ (those who leave comments), forum users share an almost equal voice with one another, starting many threads (topical conversations) that can lead to dozens and dozens of replies.

There are millions of forums on the Web, some of them dating back to 1981, and others with tens of thousands of members among their ranks. With forums often arranged around a niche topic (a certain stock, software development, the pharmaceutical industry, iPods, Star Wars, frequent fliers, and so on), forums grow thanks to the  passion of their users and are only sometimes policed by moderators, who are often the forum’s owners or those that have been members for a long time. Consequently, a popular forum can have dozens of active threads on any given day, with little restriction on the creation of new threads by its members.

With so many conversations, often happening in almost real time, forums can be both an engaging place for a company’s customers to exchange opinions or ask questions and a nightmare to monitor and keep track of each individual conversation. On any given day, a forum could have dozens of topic threads, each with more than 100 points of view, added to the mix.

Thought Byte: Find Your Customers’ Favorite Forums

Do you know the popular forums for your industry? Now is a good time to start thinking about which forums might be popular among your customers. If you don’t already know which forums are important to your business, head to your favorite search engine and search for generic words for your industry, followed by the words “forum” or “message board”—for example, “widget forum.”


Forums are both a blessing and a curse to any company looking to monitor, manage, and engage its customers. Packed with a wealth of useful information that a company could use to gather essential feedback, forums are also hangouts for consumers, customers, and even your competitors looking to attack, critique, and spread rumors about your business. Throw into the mix the difficulty in monitoring forum threads and the ability of users to hide their real identity behind that of a made-up persona or avatar, and you’ll understand why forums are an important yet difficult medium for any business to engage.


Social Networks Connect Your Customers 

Poll anyone between the ages of 13 and 30, and chances are the majority of the respondents will have at least one membership or profile on a social network site. Whether it’s a MySpace.com account—where teens and twenty-somethings create their own personal web experience, enabling them to share their thoughts, photos, and videos with a network of friends—or a profile on YouTube—so people can upload their favorite video content (which often includes copyrighted works), share videos with others, and view videos uploaded by other members—chances are high that at least half the people you speak to are involved in some kind of online social networking experience.

Connect with Your Competitors’ Customers

Reputation monitoring isn’t just about keeping track of what’s being said about your company. By listening to what your competitors’ customers have to say, you gain valuable insight into what’s working for them and take advantage of any areas of weakness you discover.

Enter the name of your biggest competitor at Google and Technorati to get a glimpse of the conversations involving them.


Don’t assume, though, that those over the age of 30 are not involved in some kind of online networking either. Sharing book reviews on Amazon.com, posting photos of grandchildren to Flickr.com, business networking on LinkedIn.com, or leaving feedback about a product purchase at Epinions.com are activities that spread across every age group. In fact, from sharing a favorite news story on Digg.com, to answering the question posed by a user on Yahoo!’s Answers service, to travelers leaving a review of a hotel on TripAdvisor, no other medium for sharing views, opinion, feedback, praise, or criticism is as pervasive as that of social networks. In Chapter 10, we’ll further explore the importance of social networks and explore how you can leverage them as part of being radically transparent.




Growing Your Business the Radically Transparent Way 

As you can see from the sample of online channels we just discussed, managing your corporate brand is no longer a simple act of employing talented public relations professionals to carefully craft sound bites for your next press release. Nor is it sufficient to merely train your employees and executives on the best way to conduct themselves should they happen to speak to a journalist from the local newspaper or find a CNN video camera squarely in their face. Useful feedback about your products or attacks on your company’s credibility can come from a multitude of different internet channels. In addition, the voices behind those “rants and raves” can originate from more than just a handful of internet-savvy consumers who just love to be the center of attention.

Becoming radically transparent is no simple task. It involves shedding your corporate sound bites and learning to speak with honesty. It requires a desire to listen to customers and act on both their praise and their criticism. Most of all, being radically transparent takes sincerity. Is it hard work? It doesn’t have to be. Many companies have successfully become radically transparent, while others have struggled. Yet those that have realized the potential that comes from a new way of communicating with customers have discovered hidden strengths and a wealth of market research that was previously untapped. They’ve discovered that listening to their customers, learning from their conversations, and acting on their feedback is about more than just fighting  reputation fires. Sure, you can do a lot to protect your business, but there are fantastic opportunities you’ll discover with your new approach to customer engagement.

As Dell ultimately learned, by listening to your customers, clients, employees, and stakeholders, your business will ultimately become stronger. You’ll tap into a wealth of information that was previously hidden from you—whether it’s discovering your recent press conference was particularly well received by investors, or your new product launch appears to be going well but consumers would really prefer to have feature X or option Y, or perhaps learning that your competitor’s clients are really unhappy with the new price hikes and are looking around for an alternative vendor… By listening to and engaging in online conversations, your business can benefit incredibly. As Levine so succinctly describes in The Cluetrain Manifesto, these conversations are going on, with or without you:

“Online markets will talk about companies whether companies like it or not. People will say whatever they like, without caring whether they’re overheard or quoted—in fact, having one’s views passed along is usually the whole point. Companies can’t stop customers from speaking up, and can’t stop employees from talking to customers.”


It’s time to grab that empty glass, place the open end to the wall of cyberspace, and put your corporate ear to the other. There’s a lot to be learned from those who care enough to talk about your brand. They’re having their conversations, assuming that no one is listening, expecting to only hear from a company via a corporate spokesperson or some template email announcement. They’re not expecting you to be listening, and they certainly don’t expect you to join in with their conversation. Yet they’re crying out to be acknowledged and they’re desperate to hear from someone that speaks their language. Listen to them, learn from them, talk to them, and then show them that you care about their feedback. In return, they’ll become your biggest asset, they’ll be more trusting toward you, and they’ll be less inclined to go on the attack. Your business will grow, your customers will be happy, and you may just avoid your own Dell Hell.




End of sample
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