MANAGING REPUTATION IN CYBERSPACE

Increasingly this broth threatens brands and corporate reputation and needs
professionalism to immunise or doctor the effects of the brew.
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MANAGING REPUTATION IN CYBERSPACE

SYNOPSIS

THE INTERNET INFLUENCE

The Internet is driving a knowledge explosion. More knowledge has been accumulated by the Internet in the last
five years than in the previous 50 years.

REPUTATION

The nature of reputation. Reputation, derived from experience and third party commendation, needs to be nurtured
in order for trust to develop.

THE INTERNET SOCIETY

There are and have been many forms of society. Religious, capitalist, communist, royalist, democratic and, now
there is the Internet society. It has unique characteristics. Is about information, knowledge and communication. Is
global, encourages activity and exchange and involvement round the clock.

Anyone can say and do almost anything without restraint. An uncanny knack of circumventing restraint attempted
by conventional societies and a staggering ability to accept and use new technologies. Expectations of Internet
users run ahead of those who stand between them and the Internet Society. Among members of the Internet
Society, traditional companies have to be able to react as quickly. Creating an Internet reputation is hard for most
directors of companies.

HOW PEOPLE USE THE INTERNET

Most of Britain’s 10 million Internet Society spend 20 hours a week on the Internet. As in all societies, everyone is
different. Activities include education, entertainment, shopping and communication are all applications for use of
the Internet. One third of Internet surfing at work is not work related. Interaction and communication, (excluding
e-mail ) are already significant aspects of Internet behaviour and are the fastest growing applications.

Subjects people look for are very much about life interest. Only 31% of UK executives feel comfortable using the
Internet.

THE OPINION FORMERS

Netzines using newsgroups and chat, sound (music), shopping and much more. Half the Internet population taking
on-line news feeds. Big Internet brands are also opinion forming. Internet users like and seek its interactivity.

A STAKEHOLDER SOCIETY

Individuals can be signed up to many different stakeholder groups. The component of the Internet that acts as
silent lubricant is e-mail. Combined with newsgroups, discussion lists, Bulletin Boards and chat, e-mail provides a
the means by which any person or group of people can influence events as never before. Every organisation is now
porous in that its every activity can be and is exposed to public scrutiny. Once companies had control of what was
said and believed about their activities. Now every stakeholder has, can and does provide knowledge and opinion
freely. Anyone can create a Web site.

Unacceptable practice attracts comment, criticism and active opposition. At the same time the Internet has become
the key to commercial success. It is a place to buy and sell. Organisations now have to fight for a presence in
Internet Society.

ITS FAST

The reputation of a company that is slow in Cyber Society must inevitably slide. Growth from 98 million on line in
1997 there will be 350 million by 2005. Over 4,000 new Web sites appear each day. Consumer on-line spending
at UK sites grew from $15 in 1997 to $400 million at the end of 1999 and it is predicted to reach $1940 by 2002.
Web advertising started at $500 million in 1997 and two years later was over £1750 million.

Uptake of technologies. It took 38 years for the telephone to achieve 50 million users and 2.5 years for AOL chat
services to achieve the same number. Technophobe reputation managers are now a corporate liability. At stake is
reputation among 17 million on-line people queuing to buy Christmas presents on line at the end of the second
millennium.

TECHNOLOGY FOR THE PEOPLE
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From a position of absolutely no knowledge people now capable of many applications. Eight hundred million
pages of the Web are now searchable. In 1997 that figure as 320 million.

Finding information is getting faster and smarter but less comprehensive. Clever 'thinking' technologies are
coming forward. Conversations with robots. Some commercial Web sites have become interactive using
humanoid robots interacting with prospects and customers. Full functioning broadcast sound and video is with us,
virtual reality is near, cell phones with Internet access will be a great millennium Christmas present,

And, with the advent of interactive TV, the range of opportunities grow.
Being late into the Internet means we can't catch up, the technology is moving away from us fast.
A REPUTATION FOR RESPONDING

Maintaining customer loyalty and building a reputation for service with Internet users is dependant on being able
to interact with people. 40% of e-mail questions to company sites are left un-answered. Companies loose
customers because they do not respond. Creating and re-creating the value of intellectual properties and brands is
an issue. Dynamic Internet reputation management is becoming significant.

NEWSGROUPS, CHAT AND CYBERCAST

Internet newsgroups, chat and Newscasts are nice places for ordinary people talk about ordinary things. It is a
place where anyone can ask if there is a kindred spirit with the same interests and because the Internet is so big,
there always is. Over 30% of netzines use the Internet for communication excluding e-mail.

The reputation of products and brands are much maligned in newsgroups. Consumers go to newsgroups to find out
about products and service from other customers. Most users learn this at an early stage, come to rely on trusted
sites.

Newsgroups can be damaging and malicious comment can spread like wild fire. Interjecting a posting into a
newsgroup is akin to interrupting a conversation in a pub. People dislike getting unsolicited e-mails. To be
effective, you have to use the right netiquette.

THE NATURE OF NEWSGROUPS

Most major companies are mentioned in Web pages or on newsgroups every day. Postings of this nature take a
number of forms. Newsgroups are noted for the speed with which they can spread information. Fake Web sites,
newsgroups and chat rooms frequented by activists.

Newsgroups are an audience with a common interest .Debate migrates from one newsgroup to another. People use
the Internet to solve a specific problem.

Whether a company should react and how are important questions. This is a form of consumer polling. The
consumer issue is time critical. Newsgroups are virtual communities and each one is different.

Some companies spend a great deal of time and effort 'seeding' newsgroups. A number of companies are
transparent about their activities in newsgroups. Stakeholder, need to be aware of the potential difficulties they can
meet and the effect they may have. Companies sponsor their own newsgroups.

CHAT

Rapidly overtaking newsgroup exchanges. Users can exchange information in public in real time and the downside
is that there is no opportunity to leave a message one day and see responses to it later. Its faster than e-mail! Chat
sites regularly feature in the top 25 most visited sites in the home. The relationship between people in chat rooms
is quite close and personal. The range of chat sites is enormous and monitoring them all, all the time is not
possible without the appropriate technology. Chat users often multi-task.

CYBERCASTING
The BBC broadcasts its mid day current affairs programme. There are indications that it will be even more
interactive. Telecasts and soundcasting over the Internet brings people on-line to Web pages (and buy products)

when prompted by broadcasters.

The active Internet PR person getting coverage in on-line broadcasts.
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For Webcast users tuned to television and radio stations streaming live programming, advertising provides an
immediate opportunity to buy product on-line. It also provides an opportunity to interact with the programmers
and Webcast provider and to react to news, events and opinion.

THE INTERNET COMMUNITIES

The Internet Society is made up of many thousands of communities. They take many forms. Most people are
active in a variety of groups. There are Web site based communities such as the company Web site. The Internet
has inverted the few-to-many architecture of the broadcast age. There is a commercial opportunity to be gained
from virtual communities. An Internet community may have a loose, permanent or, frequently, temporary coalition
with virtual communities with different agendas. Frequently, members of one group will carry information from
group to group. The nature of Internet communities is change with groups forming and fading.

The relative anonymity of communities (chat, newsgroup, bulletin board etc) means people tend to say things they
would normally not articulate.

NEIGHBOURHOOD COMMUNITIES

A Local company needs a local virtual presence. Maintaining a link with local communities through local
stakeholders is a very helpful means of enhancing virtual presence. If the local retailer can enhance its presence.

There is a growing number of local Internet gateway. The relevance of these local communities and the local
gateways is the element of trust.

COMPANY COMMUNITIES

There are Internet communities in most companies. Some of them operate inside and, additionally, outside the
organisation. Companies should take reasonable precautions so in the event of a problem they can say they have
tried to prevent misuse of their system. The key for managing these communities is within the corporate culture.
Managers have to make clear what behaviours are not acceptable and those that can be damaging to company,
colleagues and future prospects. The company must have a reputation (and ethics) policy. There are precedents for
ethical use.

Internal staff communities can be good, helpful and healthy.
COMMUNITY CURRENCY

Internet communities have a sense of monetary value. A portion of the perceived consumer value is based on a
time element as well as the cash value.

One of the most dynamic parts of the Internet is the growth of on-line auctions. The perceived value of goods and
services fall within the traditional area of marketing. However, the 'second hand' or more properly the 'second
transfer' of value often has an element of reputation attached to it.

THE EFFECT OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES ON THE BOTTOM LINE

Most companies also need a view as to how their on-line marketing is affecting the business. Some of the biggest
brand names in the world have withstood a barrage of Internet criticism for years. Favourable comment is
effective. Coalition between the Internet Society with another and powerful form of society before a significant
reaction takes place. Getting a person to return too a site manifests itself in new or added sales. Identifying where
in the buying cycle the visitors looses interest, seeks more information or leaves the site. Harm to reputation as
manifest in the Internet Society, is quite specific. Equally, the range of company activities under scrutiny, affects
the company.

POLITICAL COMMUNITIES

Have demonstrated a sense of solidarity, "they have nevertheless contributed to the fragmented cultural and
political landscape of the United States..." Communications do not offer a utopia, but they do offer a unique
channel for publishing and communicating. Do voters simply "feel involved" or actually participate?

The American political parties will not dare ignore the Internet in the Presidential election.

On-line communication can bring about off-line activity is well proven. There are significant political communities
evident in Internet Society.

CYBER MARKETERS

© David Phillips July 1999 Page 5 of 104



MANAGING REPUTATION IN CYBERSPACE

Most companies have a Web site. Most people don’t visit it. It is important that Web sites are well designed, have
rich content, are a gateway to information, and are interactive. A three month old Web site is like a year old shop
window.

Marketing Web sites on and off-line is imperative. The Internet Community has its own branding concepts for
commercial presence. There is no doubt that branding is important and that it is needed to create a symbiosis
between consumer and company on the Internet.

GLOBAL BRANDING

Traditional brand building has depended on visibility. There are not many opportunities for this kind of brand
promotion among the many and disparate communities in the Internet Society. Interactive consumers are focused
on a specific information goal, with the effect of blocking brand images. Companies have to respond eftectively.
Brand impressions are built on-line in smaller numbers on the Internet. On-line promotion has to be a combination
of many activities aimed at a variety of communities. Ensure that each interaction with a potential customer
impresses. A question of building and securing trust. Internet users demand excellent service. Brand equity is
important. Good Internet brands have a number of common attributes.

The way a company markets oftline does affect its ability to market products on-line. Commonality of branding
across the world is now important because of the global nature of the Internet.

ACCESSIBILITY

Search for a product or service on a 'site perceived as legitimate'. Using a search engines first. Banner
advertisement an hyperlinks and mini-sites. On-line entities have to go offline to other media for promotion.
Customers like to know what to expect when they go to a site and want to feel part of a community. Consumers are
more likely to return to a site if it's identified with a brand they recognise and trust.

Internet users access URL's they see advertised on TV. Reasons for offline promotion are the ability to foster
brand awareness among those who are new to the Internet and those who intend to go on-line in the near future.

CYBERBRAND OUTREACH ACCESSIBILITY

Extend the company’s Internet presence both for the company Web sites and, significantly, beyond it. Providing
stakeholders such as retailers, dealers, distributors with the means and incentive to add to presence.

INFORMATION

Across the many genre of Internet presence, there is recognition that netzines appreciate access to information.
Many sites in the commercial and not-for-profit areas of interest have a tiered approach to the provision of
information. This process is effectively used in a progressive approach to make sites 'sticky' and to effect a
behavioural change. Sites with rich content and a lot of information like can keep people on their sites for a long
time. Some hyperlinks can and should offer opportunities to build and enhance the company Internet Brand
presence. Site navigation is a big problem.

INTERACTIVITY

The advent of technologies has made Web sites exciting places to visit. These technologies be used to bring added
information and content to the visitor. Inclusion of chat and discussion groups requires investment in a moderator.
Web site needs ability to take the visitor through to the information needed and for there to be trust in the
information provided. Well constructed and interesting sites attract an almost cult following. Websites must
provide a contact person for customers. Important to be able to download information and contact specialists in
company.

BRAND PERFORMANCE

Few provisions have been made for real-time on-line customer service and support.

The reputation of companies on-line is being tarnished by lack of responsiveness. The Internet society is well
aware that these mistakes need not be made. Brand values on the Internet will stay at a low ebb until these simple
processes are properly managed. There are exceptions to the general rule of poor delivery. The top sites for the
number of different people visiting them have substantial brand equity because they deliver.

ONLINE PR
On-line public relations is a boom area for the Internet. The reach of on-line news is now huge. Half of all users of
the Internet take some form of on-line news every day.

Most publications publish an on-line version of the printed edition. In some instances, this is a synopsis, in others
it is a straight reproduction but, in a very significant number of cases, the on-line version is very different. The
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news vendors in cyberspace are often the big entry Portals and ISP’s. Some of these publications break stories as
they happen and do not wait until the print version hits the streets.

Immediate response to stories is now open for all and letters to the editor come in the shape of e-mails by the hard
disc full.

The PR virtues of knowing the journalist and building an effective PR relationship is as important as ever.
SPONSORSHIP MARKETING

The Internet Society is ready made for enthusiasts. Sponsors can target an audience with great precision. Events
and activities of the sponsored activity provide every reason for the netzine to return to the site on a regular basis.
There would seem to be less resistance to advertising on sponsored sites than for other forms of internet
advertising. Ability to build large databases of customer information. Provides constant data about the audience.
Sport and cultural sponsorship on-line can be very creative. Internet tools that can be deployed.

BRAND ATTACKS

Brands commonly associated with pornography without the brand owners' knowledge. Use of metatags. Some
companies have used the same device to attract consumers from competitors! Company used competitor
comparisons to seduce search engines to bring competitor enquiries to its site. Some companies have used front
organisations to attack brands. Software is being distributed which allows users to change the contents of a web
site.

CYBER COUNTERFEIT SALES

“The Internet has become a hotbed for the sale of counterfeit luxury items". Increasing risk of losing significant
market share due to brand confusion and devaluation of image.

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS
Every company has employees with access to the Internet. Many employees have personal access to the Internet.

Every aspect of the company is open to comment by anyone. Need for a completely new way of thinking about
mission, strategy, internal motivation and communication. Internet adds the dimension that the company will need
to protect its stakeholders from the effects of the disaffected.

Need to implement company wide belief in corporate mission, standards and objectives. To have an effective
outward presence, managers need to look inside their organisation to secure commitment among their own
stakeholders. Internet provides its own solution. Companies can creates their own defences and the virtual
communities within the company become substantially self regulating.

CYBERSTALKERS

Information in the public domain but not ordinarily available to citizens who don't know how or where to look.
By combining information with a network that distributes the information, it becomes possible to provide a
citizen's guide financial inducements of politicians. This is a legitimate activity and especially so for people in
public life.

If it was applied to the non-executive chairmen of companies or even the corporate affairs directors of
corporations, would it be an infringement of their civil liberties?

This kind of behaviour falls within the realm of cyber stalking. Where to draw the line is an issue. It is not difficult
to find out information about people. Information about employees can appear in web sites. The protection of
employees, and in particular employees whose reputation is valuable to the company is a matter of reputation
management.

PROTECTION FROM CYBERSTALKERS

Email is a favoured medium for cyber tormentors. Employees do not have to take any direct action to put
themselves at risk. There are a lot of helpful tools and support groups. Finding out who is the perpetrator of
malicious content is usually not too difficult.

INVESTOR RELATIONS

World Wide Web has arrived as a viable investment tool. Four out of five investors report that they now access

corporate information via the Web. In a period of 24-hour, global trading, and corporations must be complete in
any statement they issue. Global brokers, traders, analysts and fraudsters are now active in every form of
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information provision and communication channel on the Internet. A high proportion of investing netzines already
have a full service broker, a significant number use on-line brokerage services to read the research reports. The
conventional rules apply very lightly. Investor Relations managers now need to be of the Internet Society. Closer
attention is needed to the promotion of capitalism, investing , information, and interactivity, on financial pages.

SHARE SCAMS

There is a host of scams. Not all such sites are so safe to visit. Multi-national response needed. Some companies
are formed and have Internet names that look very familiar and can damage reputation.

GULLIBLE INVESTORS

An invitation to invest comes in many guises. Unsolicited offerings abound. Some reputation influencing Internet
citations are not to be believed. In a few hours, the share value of a company can change for no apparent reason.
The range of frauds, from selling bogus investments, manipulating stocks, setting up pyramid and Ponzi schemes,
operating without a broker's license is quite significant. The Internet is clearly the marketing vehicle of choice for
con artists.

PROTECTING INVESTORS
The UK authorities have very little offer British citizens. One big UK company has been hit quite hard.
THE INVESTOR SITES

The internet has been a boon to corporate America and has brought millions of people investment opportunities
unheard of two or three years ago. All financial institutions and Investor relations experts are in an information
race. There will have to be a change to be globally competitive for the Internet Society. Investors seek information
about companies and their shares using the Internet. The rules for attracting people to the financial pages. By
creating a virtual community with an interest in the company and its shares, share values can be sustained and
enhanced. Institutional investors like to see well designed and welcoming financial pages. The return for a
company is measurable.

LOBBYING

Influencing the democratic process and government is an area where the Internet is gaining considerable force. All
over the world lobbyists and the lobbied use the Internet. The Internet provides the complete resource. Lobbying
groups have smart, informative, interactive sites.

CREATING CYBER LOBBY SITES

The UK lobbyists will be one of the great beneficiaries in Cyber Society. Creating a well informed brief is easier.
Creating a campaign Web site is a matter of hours away. Effective lobbyists can prepare in advance.

THE LAW FOR THE INTERNET

There is the law and the Internet and there is an emergent Internet law. Multinational corporations attempting to
unify national regulations relating to global electronic commerce. Reputation managers need to ensure that where
protection is offered off-line it is applied to on-line activities.

SERVICE PROVIDERS AS POLICEMEN

A major industry-led initiative to reassure the public and business that the Internet can be a safe and secure place
to work, learn and play. Consumers should have the technological means to tailor the nature of their, or their
family's, experience. Service providers need to implement reasonable, practicable and proportionate measures to
hinder the use of the Internet for illegal purposes.

THE COPYRIGHT ISSUE

Copyright is something that seems to be frequently abused on the Internet. Usually copyright is owned by the
creator of the work. the Universal Copyright Convention. Intellectual property covers much more than copyright.
Trademarks and Patents are also important as are Registered names (in some countries).

OTHER INTELLECTUAL PROPERTIES
The World Intellectual Property Organisation is responsible for the promotion of the protection of intellectual
property throughout the world. WIPO has convened a meeting with ICANN-Accredited Registrars on Domain

Name Dispute-Resolution Procedures. Most managers are dependant on bilateral arrangements and European
Directives.
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PASSING OFF
The Financial Services Authority has now alerted unwary investors.

The Web site graphics, including your company logo to be registered where appropriate and watermarked. IP legal
advisors and Webmasters. In some countries it is illegal to use a URL without permission.

BEING YOUR OWN POLICEMAN

In many ways the Internet is a combination of the Wild West and the Industrial Revolution. Every company has to
protect itself because the rules are sketchy and policemen are few. Domain names, trademarks, unfair competition,
copyright, making contracts over the Internet, jurisdiction, data protection, advertising, payment systems on the
Internet, digital signatures, tax implications of the Internet, and best practice for companies in the use of e-mail,
Internet communications and access to Web sites.

CYBER WAR
Internet reputation management extends beyond the commercial sphere.

Inspired by hate and malice. Internet war is a two way street. The range of attack tools used has grown and needs
careful monitoring.

Have to develop the means by which we can counter violations. Many companies are now putting in place crisis
management capability. The global Internet security software market. The Internet Society, much has yet to
develop for us to have a clear picture.

ACTIVISM

Impact on management. Ability to react as fast. Criticism in the Internet Society is mostly open honest and without
malicious intent.

Winning the court case may not mean winning the battle. Criticism does not always adversely affect ability to
trade. Smaller brands in a virtual community may not be so lucky.

REAL WORLD OF CYBERSCARE

Surge in Web sites dedicated to damaging the reputation of companies is becoming a problem for many
companies. Is a corporate cost to rogue sites. If there is wrong doing and it is revealed through the Internet, then it
will have a devastating effect.

Extent to which Internet criticism damages the company. Web crawlers presenting sites that are adverse. Business
to business buyer may prudently decide not to award a contract to a company with adverse reputation baggage.

Mystery shopping for your site. Communities coalesce and create larger entities but in themselves have a limited
effect. Management re-action, has cost implication. Reputation managers needs strong nerves.

There is a dynamics of struggles between competing groups to establish their perspective as absolute truth. For
this reason it is important to look at the actions and motivations of actors who seek to halt the progress of
environmental groups.’

Internet should not be viewed as a "menace", but rather as a "challenge" for corporates. As more companies are
exposed in Cyberspace, the more effect its on-line reputation has on corporate drivers.

The first manifestations. When the Internet issue hops channels. The anatomy of issues that have an effect are
theme based. The very successful campaigns add several 'themes' together and several 'external publics'. At the
lunatic end of the spectrum.

MANAGEMENT

The rules for managing Internet critics are the same as for any other form of management. Having the right attitude
is helpful. Anticipate, master the detail of the Internet and practice. That your company will be criticised through
the Internet is not in doubt. Investing time reading about accepted behaviour on the Internet. Recommend
managers take note. Start monitoring Web sites and newsgroups and on-line media. Plan responses and practice.
Simple routines and protocols. A trusted internet research firm. Managing Internet reputation is mostly about
preparation. The demographics suggest explosion of critical comment over the next three years.
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INTRODUCTION
THE INTERNET INFLUENCE

We now understand the importance of the many forms of communication that have
been expanded into a global form by the Internet:

One-to-one (e-mail is the fastest growing form of one to one communication 7.3
billion US e-mails per day)

One-to-many (Internet newsgroups and personal Web sites include over a billion
exchanges per day)

Many-to-many (Internet chat, Usenet exchanges and a wide variety of exchanges on
the Internet are now usual for 50 million people every day).

It seems strange to imagine that it was only five years ago that there was any doubt
that ‘the new media will enfranchise the individual with more one-to-one
communication which will be easy by personal ‘phones, E-mail and video
conferencing. Or that ‘person-to-person-to-machine/database communication will be
more important, electronically managed and more global.

This paper, taking relevant experience from round the world (and particularly the
USA, where experience is much greater), is written from a UK perspective. Here we
see the explosion of access evident in northern Europe and the USA two years ago. At
the beginning of 1999, NOP research suggested 10 million people had become regular
users of the Internet. Current projections are that, as the new millennium opens this
number will have grown to 17 million.

Just two years ago the Netcraft survey counted 1 million Web sites, by April 1999 it
was 5 million Web sites.

It is driving a knowledge explosion. More knowledge has been accumulated by the
Internet in the last five years than in the previous 50 years.
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Source BT.

REPUTATION

In its most perfect form, reputation management sustains relationships with publics in
a state of equilibrium during both evolution and in crisis. This enhances corporate
goodwill (a tradable asset).

The big change is that many-to-many global communication brings with it loss of
‘ownership’ of language, culture and knowledge and that there is a breakdown in
intellectual property rights, copyright and much plagiarism. This is already a major
problem.

News now travels further and faster and is mixed with history, fantasy and technology.
Reputation in crisis is even more vulnerable. At a growing rate, the new media uses
reputation as ‘merchandise’, ‘stripped from the foundations which created it, then
traded for pieces of silver - and at a discount’.

Increasingly this broth threatens brands and corporate reputation and needs
professionalism to immunise (our organisations) or doctor the effects of the brew.

Reputation, derived from experience and third party commendation, needs to be
nurtured in order for trust to develop. A trusting relationship, which in some instances
can be called 'brand equity’, is both a tangible asset and a corporate responsibility.

THE INTERNET SOCIETY

There are and have been many forms of society. Religious, capitalist, communist,
royalist, democratic and, now there is the Internet society.

This is a tough idea for people who see the Internet as an information resource, a
gateway or communication medium.

It has unique characteristics in that it is about information and knowledge and
communication but is also global, encourages activity and exchange and involvement
round the clock. Anyone can say and do almost anything without restraint. The extent
that so many people use the Internet (some addicted and others on an occasion) and
behave differently in their Internet 'life' is what makes it so interesting and different.
There is two other characteristic. The members of this society have an uncanny knack
of circumventing restraint attempted by conventional societies and a staggering ability
to accept and use new technologies.

As in any society, there are hierarchies, people who contribute and people who operate
outside its accepted laws. The Internet Society hierarchies and laws are not the same
leaders, laws or law makers that exist in other societies. Many Internet users have not
heard of the Archbishop of Canterbury, the prime minister of France or the head of the
Bundesbank. Few could name the incumbents. Their relevance to the Internet Society
is at best marginal. Mention AOL, offering access to this society’s gods, Yahoo,
which makes and applies rules for access or Bill Gates, who has economic clout to
affect all, and there will be immediate opinion, if not reaction.
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Established institutions are quickly marginalised by the Internet Society. But it can
make reputations and fortunes for its own. When it works in concert with capitalism
or democracy, it is very powerful. These issues are discussed in greater depth in the
marketing and activism chapters. One topical case study will suffice for now.

There are many stories about extraordinary things about the Internet. Certainly it is
fast moving. It is said that a year in the Internet is equivalent to five years in other
forms of commerce.

In July 1999, BT, the British telecommunications company with a telephone line into
almost every home in the country, said that it was going to continue to charge people
for access to the Internet (in addition to charging for the associated telephone line
rental and line time). Ten month old and loss making Freeserve, a subsidiary of
electrical retailer Dixons offering Internet access for free was valued at over £2billion
when it floated on the UK stock exchange. BT had 115,000 Internet subscribers and
Freeserve 1.2 million.

In every other form of commerce, a company has difficulty coming to the market in
under five years. This flotation happened in less than a year. In every other form of
commerce it is difficult achieving a share premium when you are a loss making
corporation. Freeserve created a brand presence and market penetration of millions in
a fifth of the time it takes most companies to achieve a 43% share price premium.

Freeserve did use its influence in the Internet Society. It offered users of its services
shares in the company on flotation. It informed a large proportion of the 4.63 million
share owning Internet Society members aged 25 to 34 in the UK. They all have a
computer at home, predominantly accept on-line news. They have a penchant for
regular exchanges of views and opinions with local and international members of the
Internet Society. Of course Freesrve’s Internet Society influence stretched to other UK
demographic groups and, this is the Internet after all, to every country in the world.

The difference in thinking is between BT', supplier of access to information and
Freeserve giving access to a fashionable, global, free wheeling, fast changing and
dynamic society.

Expectations of Internet users run ahead of those who stand between them and the
Internet Society. They also help, aid and support those people and companies who
help them enjoy their lifestyle.

Being of the Internet Society was dramatically important for Freeserve. Its Internet
reputation and its promotion was masterly and offered high cash returns in its parallel
capitalist society.

This one small example serves to show the speed at which the Internet operates and
that Internet reputation is important. This different form of reputation, seems to defy
the laws of other established societies and operates in a different culture. Like religion
and capitalism, the Internet can operate as a parallel society. Because the Internet is
hugely driven by change, Freeserve has to work five times faster than its traditional
commercial competitors to sustain its reputation.
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Equally, among members of the Internet Society, traditional companies have to be
able to react as quickly. They start at a disadvantage. They are not of the Internet
Society. They started life in the slow, old, parallel, commercial market place. The
reputation manager of every company now has a duty to point out and facilitate rapid
reaction to the demands of the Internet Society. Both on-line and off line reputation
depends on it.

Creating an Internet reputation is harder for most directors of companies. Many of
them have yet to find the ‘on’ button. They have no choice. The Internet Society is
growing very fast. UK access to the Internet in March 1999 was growing at the rate of
10,600 people a day according to NOP. It also reported four in ten children were
already on-line by July 1999.
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HOW PEOPLE USE THE INTERNET

Most of Britain’s 10 million Internet Society members, commonly called Netzines,
spend 20 hours a week on the Internet.

Hours spent on-line (% of users)

38.1
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(Source IRS Surveys)

It is not all searching for information. As research by Georgia Tech Research
Corporation® (GVU Survey) shows.

As in all societies, everyone is different. Some use it mostly as a work tool, more use
it for personal information. Education, entertainment, shopping and communication
are all applications for use of the Internet.

Applying the GVU Survey to the UK, the primary use for the Internet is different for
different people.
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(statistics and graphs by IRS Surveys)

Additional information about how people use the Internet at work comes from the
Spyglass Inc® using its Surfwatch software. It seems that one third of Internet surfing
at work is not work related. Non work related visits to sites include news at 8.8%,
investments at 6.7%, sexually explicate 2.9%, travel 2.5%, entertainment 2% . Time
will tell, but the pressure to use the Internet more at work and for work will grow as
business to business transactions escalate.

The number of page being viewed at work is increasing dramatically. This requires
good Internet skills.
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Of Britain's’ 10 million Internet users over 1.5 million men and 600,000 women enjoy
interaction within newsgroups every day. Half of UK Internet society take daily
newsfeeds*

In searching for information, the most common method is the use of information on
existing Web sites and newsgroups which are already favourites for the Netzine. To
find new information, people use Search engines.

Research by Danny Sullivan® shows that most people only use one or two words in a
search (65%). Sex is the most sought subject (but is now in decline) but his report of
searches in 1998 also identified tools to aid Internet interaction (mp3 and chat, ) as
being important and, at the time the film Titanic was all the rage and was much
searched for.

Interaction and communication, (excluding e-mail ) are already significant aspects of
Internet behaviour and are the fastest growing applications.

This is most evident among younger women

Women under 18 year old Hours p/w spent on the Internet
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It comes as no surprise therefor, at the time of writing (August 1999) to find mp3, chat
and ICQ continuing for the second year among the top twenty most looked for
subjects in www.searchterms.com. This suggests that netzines are looking for tools to
make their life in Internet Society even more interactive and they seek a wider range
of communication facilities. Most people are conservative in their buying habits
compared to Internet users. As part of the learning curve, Internet users become adept
at buying and downloading new technologies.

Newsgroup, chat, the exchange of music clips, photos and all manner of gossip and
information is now exchanged one to one, one to many and many to many all the time.
In the UK in mid 1999, it was the primary use for the Internet for over 2 million
people every day. Newsgroups , e-mail discussion lists and Internet chat are very
important. They allow anyone to seek anyone with a common interest or view among,
currently 190 million people. These groupings can become consumer groups, pressure
groups, opinion forming groups and political activists.
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Internet shopping sites are now emerging at the top of search listings and it is no great
surprise to find that Internet auctions such as www.ebay.com are much sought after in
this interactive society.

On closer examination we find the subjects people look for are very much about life
interest. Different search engines have different search profiles. GoTo listed: games,
travel, music, sport, jobs, software, map, chat and casino at the most sought for
subjects. It may come as a surprise to find that these are hardly nerdish interests but
are about ordinary daily life. And sex searches are proportionately on the decline,
perhaps as a result of the changing demographics of the new wave of Internet users
(18-35 women, children and older men).

Among demographic groups with the highest access are Corporate executives.
According to Anderson Consulting, senior executives have become wired. 99% of
Canadian Executives have access to the Web while only 97 have access in the UK. In
the UK 71% of executives use the Internet at least once per week (up from 51% in
1998) but only 31% feel comfortable using it. Here is a group that has joined the
Internet Society but does not seem to be part of it when compared to the weekly 20
hours of most Netzines.

When looking at Internet behaviour, we should not forget its breadth. Search engines
are aimed at different Netzines. www.disinfo.com, for example, offers a ‘different
spin on news stories and searches. Yahoo may be big but there is a host of alternatives
for the 190 million on-line world-wide.

As in all societies, different people expect and do different things. Keeping up with
new ideas and trends is hard. The BBC announced that its ‘News at One’ current
affairs programme was to be Webcast in 1999, Web enabled telephony is beginning to
take off already. Yes, a year in the Internet Society is a very long time.

THE OPINION FORMERS

One in five people in the UK belongs to the Internet Society. As people become more
experienced, they become more adepts in using Internet applications. From searching
for sites to using newsgroups and chat, sound (music), shopping and much more.

Most people have experienced the Internet for three years or so. People between the
ages of 21 to 25 tend to have the most experience with a major serge of young people,
women, children and older men coming through and a real change in the ratio between
men and women. The only people who seem not to join the Internet Society are
women over 45.

Most people believe themselves experienced after two to three years and expert after
four years®.

This means that they are active communicators in the Internet Society. The GUV
surveys suggest that with experience comes increased confidence in expressing
opinion and interaction. As a result, they are shaping opinion. Already there are
900,000 UK Netzines primarily using the Internet for communications (excluding e-
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mail). This represents 8% of all users. We can expect both an increase in numbers
communicating and an increase in the proportion of netzines using communication.

Who else shapes opinion? With half the Internet population taking on-line news feeds,
it seems that on-line publications are disseminating news and the big portals such as
Altavista and Yahoo are gateways to added information and have news and features to
provide extra on-line content.

Newsfeeds come in many forms. They include e-mailed news 'Alerts', streamed
information appearing automatically on the screen (often in a 'ticker' form) as well as
news windows and because people actively seek on-line publications. Just about every
search engine has a news feature.

Big Internet brands such as the BBC are also opinion forming.
In addition, a number of corporate sites offer news about specific subject areas.

By comparison, commercial users of the Internet are babes in arms. Their ability to
provide news is hampered because they do not have enough Web sites and many of
these sites are static (a brochure on the Web). Datamonitor’ reported in mid 1999 that
2.2 million businesses were using the Internet in Europe. By 2004, they say 5.4
million will use the .net or about two thirds of all businesses. In the UK just 34% were
using the Internet. (Finland 45%). With 20% of the population already signed up
members of the Internet Society, many companies seem to be leaving entry into this
market place quite late.

To be an opinion former, there is a need to provide up-to-date information and to
present it quickly. In addition, Webmasters need to show how up to date their
information is. I for one will not accept information without being able to reference
the date it was provided. Last years' information is as old as mid '80's pop football
results in Internet terms.

Internet users like and seek its interactivity and yet many commercial sites take an age
to download. Zona Research, In the USA suggest that ‘merchants will loose $34
billion in sales each year if Web sites do not maintain an average download time of
eight seconds’. For the interactive Internet citizen, there must have been a wry smile
when Fletcher Research announced that only 35% of commercial sites changed their
content daily and 17% actively encourage interaction and ‘feedback’.

As in all societies, some aspire to influence more than others. They are very active and
can be very influential with very little by way of resources.

A STAKEHOLDER SOCIETY

If you are not part of the Internet Society, its freedoms and access to people and
information is frightening. Its freedoms compared to most normal society is as great as
between the old communist states and the West.
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In repressive societies there is a form of whispered communication to pass on news
and information. There is a parallel in Internet Society.

I will expand on the idea that the Internet Society is made up from many communities
but this structure means that these communities represent a variety of stakeholders.

Individuals can be signed up to many different stakeholder groups. An employee may
be a shareholder and local neighbourhood citizen as well as a consumer.

In each guise, the Internet facilitates stakeholder communication.

The component of the Internet that acts as silent lubricant is e-mail. There are an
estimated 7.3 billion commercial e-mail messages per day. Many of them are for
personal messages. This represents 40 e-mails for every person on-line per day.

By any standard, this is a tidal wave of information flowing round the world all the
time.

Most netzines have and use e-mail access. Many people have more than one e-mail
address (a home and a work address and sometimes more). To flash information round
the world is simple and inexpensive. It can be sent, in the same time to dozens or even
hundreds of recipients.

Combined with newsgroups, discussion lists, Bulletin Boards and chat, e-mail
provides a the means by which any person or group of people can influence events as
never before.

With access to information from millions of sources and the search engines able to
find it, every organisation is now porous in that its every activity can be and is
exposed to public scrutiny.

Once companies had control of what was said and believed about their activities. The
marketing and PR departments and a few directors were the mouthpiece of the
company. No longer. Now every stakeholder has, can and does provide knowledge
and opinion freely.

In addition anyone can create a Web site, they can have it hosted for free, can add
discussion lists and chat to it, include campaigning banners at the click of a mouse
and they do.
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The CharterHouse Alternative Prospectus

The alternative site for Charterhouse school represents a group of stakeholders

Here is where traditional corporate culture and the Internet clash. Once managers were
gatekeepers of information. Today they have to be facilitators of information
dissemination. There is no defence mechanism behind which an organisation can
protect itself from the influence of the Internet. No bulwark and no bunker protects the
unprepared or ignorant. Today, one in five employees, suppliers’ employees,
customers, shareholders, local citizen, politician and priest is available to comment
and to act. Soon it will be two in five and then more.

The Internet is so pervasive that it offers organisation a franchise to go about its
business unmolested for as long as the Internet Society finds its practices acceptable.
Indeed, if its practices are to be applauded, the Internet Society will say so.
Unacceptable practice attracts comment, criticism, active opposition, boycott and,
without addressing the problem, disaster. Every decision and every action is now
debated as though it is transparent and, if it cannot be transparently defended, then it
will be attacked. This is true for big companies and small ones. The Internet is a
global Hyde Park Corner, 24 hours a day, every day inside the factory and office.

At the same time the Internet has become the key to commercial success. It is a place
to buy and sell. Organisations now have to fight for a presence in Internet Society.
Like a sales monger in a mediaeval market, every company has to shout load and
strong above the hubbub of a million other individuals and companies all clamouring
for the attentions of Netzines. Every company needs a place where its stakeholders
can find it. It needs to be distinguishable from millions like it. It needs strong
branding and strong brand values. Internet brand equity is a goal to be sought,
nurtured and maintained.

ITS FAST

Fast, interactive, open, responsive global competitive and hungry for information,
opinion and channels

Its such fun. Cast your eye round the public relations industry and find young,
attractive, intelligent and successful people re-inventing their industry. In seedy
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offices filled with top of the range computers above even seedier shops, informally
dressed entrepreneurs create the latest on the Web. Nerds are out netzines are in.

They look to the Internet for a fast track future and they expect the Internet to be fast
too.

The reputation of a company that is slow in Cyber Society must inevitably slide.
Every organisation has to use the Internet and an inadequate presence will tell its own
tail. Who wants to be associated with company that is doomed?

Everything about the Internet is fast. Newsgroups and chat sites talk about which gigs
are on, where to meet and what is fun and frantic tonight. AOL and ICQ report that
430 million Buddy List and Instant Messenger service messages and a further 330
million ICQ messages per day. Four years ago, these facilities did not even exist! It’s
bigger than all the telephone calls in the world! As for watching television, forget it.
Nielson data tells us that on average households with on-line access spend 13% less
time watching TV. As for videos...

In every dimension, the Internet, and faster.

With all this fast communication, being part of it seems essential. It shapes opinion
and makes reputations.

The number of users is growing fast. NUA® ,a source of much research, estimate that
from 98 million on line in 1997 there will be 350 million by 2005. The dream is to be
part of this potential market. To have an Internet brand presence that offers rewards
beyond dreams. The reputation manager has to be aware that their presence is there
and international enough and in time.

Over 4,000 new Web sites appear each day. Per head of population, more people use
the Internet in Finland and Norway than in the US. The UK has the 12™ highest
penetration of the population. Ten per cent population penetration was achieved by 11
countries last year and will have reached 14 countries when you read this. Waiting to
develop and Internet strategy against this rise and rise in coverage means that catching
up becomes ever more difficult. The reputation of a company falling behind will
suffer.

It took 38 years for the telephone to achieve 50 million users and 2.5 years for AOL
chat services to achieve the same number. So where is the 24 hour manned sales chat
site? A capability no more difficult to set up than a tele-sales operation (and using the
same computers too!).

Consumer on-line spending at UK sites grew from $15 in 1997 to $400 million at the
end of 1999 and it is predicted to reach $1940 by 2002 (Datamonitor). Standing
behind a shop counter is out, being a hit counter is in.

Web advertising started at $500 million in 1997 and two years later was over £1750
million. Who wants to be in newspaper advertising when you can be big on the
Internet. The speed and frenetic activity of the net forms and shapes attitudes.

© David Phillips July 1999 Pa ge 20 of
104



MANAGING REPUTATION IN CYBERSPACE

Successful Internet companies grow at a pace that is beyond belief compared to
traditional organisation and become very big like Freeserve and Amazon. So no one
makes money on the Internet. Wrong. From lingerie to wine, there is case study after
case study of profitable e-commerce. In fact many companies now derive most of their
revenue from on-line transactions. Hewlett Packard was one of the first to say it did!
Their reputation soared.

The uptake of technology by Internet users is bewilderingly fast.

However dynamic an organisation may have been in 1998, it is fuddy-duddy to
netzines waiting for year 2000 Web sites to download.

One sure way to adversely affect reputation is to be seen to be slow compared to other
users of the Web site.

Technophobe reputation managers are now a corporate liability. The PR industry
should be leading the charge, bullying the clients and pushing managers to get really
confident and relevant to the Internet.

At stake is reputation among 17 million on-line people queuing to buy Christmas
presents on line at the end of the second millennium.

TECHNOLOGY FOR THE PEOPLE

From a position of absolutely no knowledge two years ago, the numbers of people
now capable of building a Web site, taking, mixing and re-broadcasting music on-line
not to mention applying artificial intelligent robots to search for information runs to
many millions.

Over a thousands of people created Freeserve discussion groups in the first three
months of its existence.

According to a study by NEC Research Institute in Princeton, New Jersey’. The extent
of the Internet which is indexed by search engines is diminishing rapidly. They found
that only one sixth of the Web is covered. Northernlights had the largest proportion of
the Web indexed. However this was found to be only 16 percent of the Web. Last year
Hotbot were the largest search engine and they had 34 percent of the Net covered.

The study found that on average it takes a new site 6 months to be indexed on a search
engine and suggests that the cost of maintaining ever larger databases was the reason
why search engines had relatively low amounts of content indexed.

According to Steve Lawrence and C. Lee Giles, authors of the study, 800 million
pages of the Web are now searchable. In 1997 that figure as 320 million.
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Finding information is getting faster and smarter. The fastest way of finding strange
things on the Internet is to use a ‘bot’. Netzines don’t care that this is an artificial
intelligent robot. They deliver the goods. These robots power a number of search
engines and are quite intelligent. They are a boon and make information available fast.
These intelligent engines are needs. The old form of indexing sites is finding Internet
Growth hard to manage.

Bots can also be used to provide information, misinformation and even damn your
name. Members of the Internet Society can handle this. They are not scared by
technology and they know its is capable of good and bad.

Fast information retrieval and the ability to communicate is at the heart of the Internet.
The reputation of engines incapable of mastering the Internet sinks in days. They now
use multiple technologies and will quickly be on top of the problem of dead.

In many companies and for a growing number of Internet research organisation the
amount of information available is so big the need clever 'thinking' technologies are
coming forward.

Some are quite simple and are used all the time. For example natural language
searching (as opposed to application of sense interpretations — more later) is used by
many search engine and filters out common language such as ‘and, if or etc’. This is
automatic on most search engines (Hot Bot advanced search gives you a glimpse at
how it works)

Boolean is simple and in wide use (AND, NOT etc). Using it to search for specifics in
newsgroups and listserve is very productive.

‘Agents’ are the way we all ‘open up’ all the web pages on a web site and why the
process needs so much band width.

Fuzzy logic has been around for a long time. This is a form of approximation
algorithm. It is dynamic. For a number of Internet applications it is used at the front
end of the search process to capture near likeness expressions before it is refined by
the next phase (see below). I like it.

The key technology is Neural Nets. A product I am trying to get the PR industry to use
to identify outcomes from PR activities (as well as other forms of communication) on
corporate drivers such as sales price, volume, margins etc). An example is Cognos’
4Thought.

Neural Nets identify to what extent a number of factors influence each other. They
were invented to test the outcome of nuclear explosions without really exploding one.

Then there are applications for Baynsian logic which asks if the logical answer does
not make sense, to what extent does it not make sense and is thereby true/untrue.

It is these latter two processes that are used most effectively in advanced knowledge
management software. In this way the computer ‘learns’ from the behaviour of the
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operator and readjusts the words that are to be used next time a search is made. It is an
iterative process and ideal for big volumes of research.

The continual refinement of the search takes the engine off down ever-narrower
searched and is great if you don’t want people to spend hours on trivia but not much
good if you are looking for the incidence of a subject across the whole Internet.

These Baynsian processes are an excellent product for managing large amounts of
information such as searching the Internet for everything to do with a subject i.e. ‘the
applications of motor car engines’. It will quickly refine the search down to ‘in a Ford
Escort MKIII” if that is the direction of the researcher. It will narrow knowledge
acquired from terabits of information to manageable proportions.

These technologies have other applications. Software like ‘Electra’ provide semi-
intelligent interactive responses. You can hold conversations with this robot
masquerading behind a graphic of a pretty girl, ask question and make statements in
plain language and get a plain language response. (try talking to Electra
http://robitron.dynip.com:2001). These bots are clever with language too. 54% of
Internet users speak English'® (92 million) but by 2005 57% of Internet traffic will be
in other languages. Bots can speak in many languages and some offer translation as
well.

Some commercial Web sites have become very interactive with humanoid bots
answering question from prospects and customers. Responsiveness to enquirers
through using a person accessing a database is now common place. The new
programmes are even more helpful in collating data. (including intelligent data
mining). The artificial but humanoid bots are becoming essential for good Web
presence and an effective Internet reputation because that can put a 'human' face to the
acquisition of much information and, in addition can interpret what the netzine is
asking for. Now robots are shaping opinion too with all that may entail for the
reputation manager.

Full functioning broadcast sound and video is with us, virtual reality is near, cell
phones with Internet access will be a great millennium Christmas present, Voice-mail
(a spoken message sent like e-mail) is available, Dynamic Web pages, with moving
pictures and pages browsing netzines can make themselves and fully Web enabled
applications (even writing press releases without a word processing package on your
computer) is now becoming usual. I use a fully Web enabled package every day for
monitoring and knowledge management.

And, with the advent of interactive TV, the range of opportunities grow.

Cable and Wireless announced in August 1999 that it is to launch a new TV based
Internet service for its customers in the UK and is very much of the new genre. The
new service will allow users to access Internet, email and on-line shopping facilities
via remote control while simultaneously interacting with television broadcasts.

The new cable-based service offers access to 15 major UK Web sites including
Tesco's, Barclays, British Airways and Teletext. Plans are to provide access to 100 of
the Net's top sites by the end of the month. The company already have a subscriber
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base of 10,000 from a pilot Digital TV campaign in Manchester. As we shall see this
is an on-line marketers dream.

The amount of technology now deployed on the Internet is mind bending in its volume
and capability. Being late into the Internet means we all have to catch up, but the
technology is moving away from us fast.

A REPUTATION FOR RESPONDING

Maintaining customer loyalty and building a reputation for service with Internet users
is dependant on being able to interact with people. Once having attracted a customer
(or enquirer), many companies just fail to follow up. The Internet.com (an on-line
publication) report of a study by Rubic Inc reported that 40% of e-mail questions to
company sites were left un-answered. Companies loose customers because they do not
respond"’

A further study by Neteffect shows that inability to respond actively makes consumers
abandon purchases. Its like two thirds out of hundreds of people being half way round
a supermarket with a trolley full of shopping, then abandoning their purchases in mid
aisle.

Imagine if this were to happen in a real supermarket. Not only would it be
commercially silly, it would have a direct impact on the reputation of the company.

Which supermarket CEO would be allowed to survive such a scandal? How soon
before investors ask why customers abandon on-line shopping trolleys and never
bother to go to the check-out.

Reputation managers must ask the question about an ability to follow up.
Which reminds me, e-mails to Government Ministers get 'lost in the post'.

I can't quite imagine John Prescott saying 'let them eat cakes' but the government does
not seem to be in-touch with Internet reality. Its sites are slow, boring and difficult to
navigate and never answer e-mails. What do they want? Letters!

Creating and re-creating the value of intellectual properties and brands in a shape and
form that is acceptable to the Internet Society must now be a major issue for all
company managers. Abandonment of a site where the visitor has committed to be
interactive (even collect products to buy), is seriously damaging to reputation.

It leaves visitors frustrated and they act out of character and criticise the company (or
government in my case).

Dynamic Internet reputation management in these fast moving media, is rapidly
becoming significant. Up to now, companies have been busy getting their Web sites
up. Now they have to be able to respond to the interest they create. In addition, as
people use interactive Internet, the response to advertising and to consumer enquiries
has to improve, be swift, and customer focused. If not consumers will go away and
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will be less inclined to come back in the future. In some cases they will become
consumer activists in newsgroups and chat sites.

NEWSGROUPS, CHAT AND CYBERCAST

Internet newsgroups, chat and Newscasts are nice places. They are form of opinion
forming communication in cyberspace. This is where ordinary people talk about
ordinary things. It is a place where anyone can ask if there is a kindred spirit with the
same interests and because the Internet is so big, there always is.

Jim, an American who lives in Minnesota, watches the UK TV Soap East Enders. Last
May, he was baffled by Huw's accent. His on-line friends John and Jacqui told him it
was Welsh, and in the conversation the two of them discovered they lived near each
other, one in Didcot and the other in Oxford.

An every day tale of the Internet.

The conversation occurred in a newsgroup (rec.arts.tv.uk.eastenders). It was one of
many millions of such conversations each day.

According to research by the Georgia State University, one of the primary uses of the
Internet is for communicating with others. Over 30% of netzines use the Internet for
communication excluding e-mail. Importantly, the higher proportion using the Internet
this way are among the under 25's. This includes uses such as newsgroups and Internet
chat.

With 10 million active Internet users in the UK, something like 3 million people use it
primarily for communication and many more use it for communication as a tertiary
application. Imagine what this represents among the millions already on line in the
world!

Significantly for corporate reputation managers, not all Internet communication is as
cosy as the John and Jacqui story. Indeed, a high proportion of use is to find
information about products and services and to use the experience of other consumers.
It is here too, where reputations are made and marred.

The reputation of products and brands are much maligned in newsgroups.

Consumers go to newsgroups to find out about products and service from other
customers. They soon find out which companies and which products to avoid.

This reputation building process through Internet communication channels is
significant and growing all the time.

The Internet is now a big bucks public relations issue. In every corner of the Internet
there is disinformation. Some innocent, some amusing, some malicious.
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Most users learn this at an early stage, come to rely on trusted sites and on-line friends
and take the rest with a pinch of salt. But this is a presumption. Not all users are
grown up, some are patently old enough to know better and still get caught out.

But it can get serious and very damaging and malicious comment can spread like wild
fire.

In March 1997, a well known US fashion designer, Tommy Hilfiger was accused of
making racist remarks during an appearance on "The Oprah Winfrey Show." Tommy
Hilfiger denies ever making such remarks. This is not hard to do. Both he and
spokespeople for Ms. Winfrey maintain he has neither appeared nor been asked to
appear on "The Oprah Winfrey Show." This did not prevent a mass of comment in
dozens of newsgroups pointing at Tommy Hilfinger and branding him as racist.

Even the most exhaustive public relations campaigns cannot easily refute rogue
information allowed to spread too long. In spite of well-publicised responses the
newsgroup talk on-line still disparages Tommy Hilfiger’s supposed remarks to this
day.

The key for everyone is to be able to find disparaging comments fast and put the
record straight.

The role of Internet Reputation Managers in managing commentary in newsgroups is
significant and is a new area of public relations.

But it's not that easy. Interjecting a posting into a newsgroup is akin to interrupting a
conversation in a pub. Quite often it can be taken as an intrusion, rude and offensive.
In fact, there is evidence that such intrusions can have the opposite affect that a
company may want to achieve.

A number of companies have thought that it was effective marketing practice to post
unsolicited comments and advertisements and puffs into newsgroups. All the evidence
suggests this is resented by users. Furthermore a whopping 84% of people dislike
getting unsolicited e-mails. Its called spamming. A survey by the Gartner Group'*
found that e-mail users are not only annoyed by unsolicited commercial e-mail or
spam, but many blame their ISP for the problem.

The survey, commissioned by Brightlight '* a maker of anti-spam products, found that
more than 90 percent of users receive spam at least once a week, and almost 50
percent get spammed six or more times per week.

To be effective, you have to use the right netiquette. For those starting out there is a

lot of information to help and I have provided a list of some of the more helpful
sources'* .

THE NATURE OF NEWSGROUPS

Most people do not have any idea as to the coverage, items or, citations, that appear
on the Internet.
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Most major companies are mentioned in Web pages or on newsgroups every day. In
many cases this is in discussion groups, bulletin boards and chat . Some of this
exchange is in private sites, a lot is in public and a large proportion is unmoderated
and they are almost impossible to monitor manually. With the current growth of chat
and the mass use of newsgroups, understanding communication in Internet Society is
as important to the reputation manager as reading newspapers is the traditional PR

person.
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In the UK, 70% of Internet users spend between 7 and 40 hours using the Internet each
week (IRS Surveys).
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At the beginning of 1999, 1.5 million men and 700,000 women used newsgroups

every day.
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Postings of this nature take a number of forms. The majority are a simple exchange of
gossip and interest. Some are amusing and fun. A proportion are ‘honest criticism’.
Others are malicious and are designed to spread damaging rumours.

Newsgroups are noted for the speed with which they can spread information and can
sometimes be very dangerous with significant reputation implications.

Bill Comcowich, CEO of Ultitech, the company which provides the CyberAlert'
Internet monitoring and knowledge management service explains the nature of the
Internet very effectively:

‘The Internet,” he says ‘ changes the genteel rules of journalism. Everyone is a
publisher but no editing is required, there is no need for professional training. It has
become a new voice and new media for rabble-rousers, outraged custo