Managing your reputation to boost your business.
A business lives or dies by it’s reputation. It can take time to build up a good one, but seconds to destroy it; and it is very hard to come back from a poor reputation.

The definition of public relations (PR) by the Chartered Institute of Public Relations is that it is all about “reputation – the result of what you do, what you say and what others say about you.” PR helps to manage your reputation.

There are some very good examples from well known companies that demonstrate the impact that a reputation can have on a business. When you think of Marks & Spencer you probably think “good quality, jumpers, underwear” but maybe also “not very trendy”. M & S are trying hard to change this image with the introduction of new labels and new lines as well as new faces to represent the brand. In time their reputation might change. Equally, when you think of Richard Branson and his Virgin Group, you might think “entrepreneur, innovative, dynamic”. The Virgin Group is epitomised by Richard Branson himself in some of the daredevil stunts and exploits he has carried out, but his reputation is good. Many of his business venture have failed over the years, but his overall reputation carries through in all of his business areas.
Then you can think of Gerald Ratner and his comments at an IoD conference that “his products were c**p”. His jewellery business had been buoyant up until that time, but when the CEO thinks his products are worthless, so will every one else and within two or three years his jewellery business had folded.

Have a think about British Airways and Terminal 5. BA suffered a terrible slump in confidence and reputation at the time of the opening of Terminal 5. It probably wasn’t all BA’s fault, but I expect some of it was and it will take them a very long time for passengers to have total confidence that their bags will arrive safely at their destination.
The lessons to be taken from these examples are that the first line in managing your reputation comes from the quality of the experience of the customer or client when working with you. You are only as good as your last piece of work, or the last product you sold. No amount of spin can make a bad product or service good. But PR can help to explain misconceptions or misunderstandings and, more importantly, if you are providing a good service or quality products, PR can help spread the word beyond your existing customer base. Communication is crucial for any organisation, whether it is a business, charity, government body or any other organisation. Prospective customers won’t buy from you if they haven’t heard about you; employees need to know first about what is happening within their business; existing customers are more likely to feel confident in your business if they are can communicate with you regularly. When you are doing good things in your organisation, you need to shout about it or ask you customers to shout about it for you!
Managing your reputation isn’t just about fire-fighting when things don’t go so well, but building up a good solid picture when things are going well, so that you have credibility and support from your customer base and the business community in which you operate. PR can help you do this using a variety of communications methods including media relations, newsletters, community affairs, corporate social responsibility and sponsorship programmes. Have a think about your reputation – are you pro-active enough in getting across the messages about your business?
