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Just how important is reputation? 
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vs. 

William Shakespeare Pierre Corneille 

“I can be forced to live 
without happiness, but I 
will never consent to live 
without honor” 

“Reputation is an idle and 
most false imposition; oft 
got without merit, and lost 
without deserving” 



Shakespeare's insight: 

•  Cassio: “Reputation, reputation, reputation! O! I 
have lost my reputation. I have lost the immortal 
part of myself, and what remains is bestial. My 
reputation, Iago, my reputation!” 

•  Iago: “As I am an honest man, I thought you 
had received some bodily wound; there is more 
offence in that than in reputation. Reputation is 
an idle and most false imposition; oft got without 
merit, and lost without deserving: you have lost 
no reputation at all, unless you repute yourself 
such a loser.” 

Shakespeare, Othello, Act II Scene III 
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For Iago, physical health matters more  
than reputation 

Reputation is subjective and futile 

Shall we trust Iago ? 
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Corneille’s insight: 

« Et l'on peut me réduire à vivre sans bonheur, 
Mais non pas me résoudre à vivre sans honneur. » 

I can be forced to live without happiness, but I will never consent to live 
without honor. 

Corneille, Le Cid, Act II, Scene 1 

For Corneille, reputation is critical and one should  
be prepared to die for it 

No Iago! Reputation does matter! 
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What is reputation? 

•  Reputation is the result of what you do, what you 
say and what others say about you… 

•  What is true for an individual is true for a group 
of people, an organization, a business 

•  The reputation of a business is the quality of its 
services / products, how it markets itself 
(including on the Internet) and, above all, what 
consumers and other people who have an interest 
say about the business 
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•  When Iago says: You haven’t lost your reputation 
unless you think you have, he is wrong 

Other people have the final word 

•  And if you don’t communicate about your 
company, products and services, others will… 

A strong Internet presence  
is worth the risk! 
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Internet, reputation building and 
capitalizing  

•  Reputation is a key asset, especially in industries 
where trust or image are a must 

•  Like any asset, investments should be made to 
acquire and build it 

Good news…  

•  Reputation can be traded in  
–  or a premium price for goods  
–  for a stronger willingness among stockholders to hold 

their shares in time of crisis 
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•  Because it is free, worldwide and interactive 
Internet is a great reputation enhancer for 
organizations and companies 

Bad news…  

•  Internet is an even better reputation crasher, 
as criticisms tend to spread faster than praises 

Once acquired, reputation  
shall be managed and preserved 
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Identifying the main threats 

Multiple forms of attacks, authors and motivations  
but essentially two possible consequences for  
your company:  

1. Propagation of negative advertising on the 
company, its products/services  

2. « Free-riders » taking advantage of the 
company’s good reputation 
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Understanding the author’s motivations 

Why negative advertising…? 
•   To hurt the company’s reputation and business 
•   To inform (other) consumers about the 

company 
•   Just for fun 
•   No intent at all: RSS feeds, Google Suggest 

Why free-riders…? 
•   To parasite the company’s success and attract 

new consumers 
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Sometimes the harm done to your company’s  
reputation is the result of technical functionalities 

•   Google Suggest: random result of the most 
popular entries on Google Search 

•  French decisions 
–  The system is not 100% automatic as Google removes 

pornographic, racist suggestions  
–  Google is liable and is ordered to remove the association 

“Company + Scam” 
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•   RSS feeds: subscription-based system posting 
update alerts from other websites automatically 

•  French decisions 
–  The inclusion of RSS Feeds is part of an editorial 

choice and implies the editor’s liability towards the 
harmed party 

–  The owner of the website displaying RSS feeds is 
condemned to indemnify the harmed party 
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Why free-riders…? 

•  To parasite the company’s success and attract 
new consumers… 

•  ….avoiding the corresponding investments 
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Who wants to harm your company’s 
reputation? 
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Media Disappointed 
customers 

Employees 

Competitors 

“Haters & 
loonys”  

Your 
company 



Main forms of attacks 

•   Criticisms of the company and its products and 
services posted on websites/social networks 

•   Inappropriate use of the company’s brands 
and visual identity 

•   Internet fraud 

•   Unfair competition, comparative advertising 

•   Unfortunate associations (keywords, contextual 
advertising, Google Suggest, etc.) 
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Some remarks about social networks 

Pros: SN’s help companies building reputation 
•  Enhanced interactivity 
•  Direct access to a community of consumers 
•  Data collection, targeted advertising 
•  Immediate and personal feedback on products and 

services, trendsetters 
•  Facebook & Co are here to enforce the rules 

Cons: SN’s can harm companies’ reputation 
•  Easy way to convey a message detrimental to your 

company’s reputation 
•  Drawing power 
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Some remarks about Google 

Google’s market power makes it a very unique actor.  
on the Internet 

• Google Search is the gateway to the Internet  
–  “If you can’t find on Google, it probably doesn’t exist…” 
–  You can live with a website criticizing you if nobody can 

find it, so have it removed from Google Search first ! 

• Google Adwords: be careful who is using “your” keywords 

• Google Suggest: what your consumers want to know  
 about you and who you are linked with 
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What is the appropriate reaction? 
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Have the 
access 
blocked 

Civil 
lawsuit 

”Cease & 
desist” 
letter 

Ask  
Google 

Ask 
Facebook 

& Co 

Search 
Engine 

Optimization 

Criminal 
lawsuit 

Ethical 
hacking 

PR 
campaign 



Main judicial remedies under Swiss law 

Criminal law  
•  Defamation, slander 
•  Breach of commercial secrecy (employees) 

Civil law (torts) 
•  Breach of personal rights (for individuals’ honor but 

extended to corporations’ reputation by case law) 
•  Claim for damages 
•  Provisional measures 

Unfair competition (civil/criminal) 
•  Against competitors taking advantage of your reputation 

IP rights (civil/criminal) 
•  Helpful when you don’t have any other grounds of action 
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Resist the temptation to seize the Judge… 

as in Internet related matters, judicial proceedings  
tend to be: 
•  Slow 
•  Geographically limited 
•  Costly 
•  Inefficient 

Exceptions 
•  Provisional measures (if possible ex parte) 
•  Criminal lawsuit in case a criminal offence is 

committed and provided the perpetrator is within 
your jurisdiction 
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Be pragmatic 

•  …and ask yourself what is the fastest, most 
efficient and cheapest way to protect your 
company’s image? 

Stay cool 

•  …and accept to live with a little negative 
advertising because too much monitoring and 
« censorship » can be counterproductive and 
make your company a laughingstock 

•  …because maybe what they say is true 

And make sure to keep it all legal 
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Enforcement difficulties  

•  Use of pseudonyms and (relative) Internet 
anonymity 

•   Internet is decentralized… 

–  Judicial cooperation is often needed 
–  Duplication of websites hosted in various jurisdictions 
–  Safe harbors 

•   Chain reactions (RSS feeds)  
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Reducing the risks  
with simple preventive tools 

Educate employees (while monitoring them…) 

•  Integrate Internet and email usage guides as part 
of the employment agreement 

•  Block certain websites (SN’s) 

•  Tighten confidentiality obligations 

But be careful 

•  Heavy restrictions apply to Internet traffic 
monitoring  

25 



Online reputation management 

•  Estimated a 60 Million £ market in 2008 

•  Simple tools: Google alerts, RSS feeds, etc. 

•  IT Department/specialized services providers 
monitoring Internet and SN’s for your company, 
rectifying negative comments 

•  And why not buying Facebook friends? 
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Source: www.usocial.net 
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Source: www.usocial.net 
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Source: www.reputationdefender.com 
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Source: www.reputationdefender.com 
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Source: www.reputationdefender.com 



Any questions…? 
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