BUILDING CORPORATE REPUTATION FROM THE INSIDE OUT    


HIGHLIGHTS

“Within the (GE) corporate culture, it is hard to get the scientists to start talking.  It isn't about reigning people in, but trying to get them out,” said Deirdre Latour, Director of Public Relations, General Electric.

Matthew Anchin, VP, Online Communications, American Express, said: “The Internet has put the public back in public relations.  Because we can go direct, we must be the most authentic voice of the company.”
Jim J. Finn, VP, Corporate Communications, Avaya, said, “The Wall Street Journal is looking to be more insightful in the paper, while Fortune is getting more into daily journalism (on its Web site).”  

“If you aren't monitoring blogs, you are missing an opportunity to see things before mainstream media does,” said Paul Argenti, Professor of Corporate Communication, at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth.
 

 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Moderator Matt Harrington, President, Eastern Region, Edelman, stepped back from marketers engaging consumers to how corporations are interacting with their customers in this space.  

Paul A. Argenti, Professor of Corporate Communication, Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth: “Let me define reputation.  Reputation is the collective assessment of all constituencies and how they view you.  After you have that, you must have an understanding of how to deliver this.  How solid and understandable is your mission? Take it into new media, ‘Focusing on what your constituencies want is the answer.” 

He cited a few good examples, such as IBM hosting jam sessions (online) with employees that focus on “who we are” and IBM’s reputation.  IBM has been able to implement changes as a result of the jam sessions.  Phillips in Europe is using a similar approach.  DuPont is building its reputation using new media.  To mitigate the opinion and fear that teflon equals cancer, DuPont has purchased the search terms so users can see the DuPont opinion.  

Jim J. Finn, Vice President, Corporate Communications, Avaya:  “Avaya just announced a merger agreement in an $8.2 billion deal private equity firms (Silver Lake and TPG Capital).  Because of Web 2.0 tools, managing rumors and speculation in the financial markets is a more complicated endeavor than just a few years ago.  Three weeks ago, the beat reporter at The Wall Street Journal was hearing rumors about Avaya.  The Wall Street Journal decided not to publish the story, but was nervous about being scooped.  Then our CEO (Louis J. D’Ambrosio) said, ‘We're going with the Deal blog.’  We didn’t differentiate the paper vs. online.”

Then after Memorial Day, The Wall Street Journal published a story.  Avaya had its second most active day of trading. Blogosphere traffic climbed to 4-5x normal traffic.  On the day of the deal, Stephanie Mehta of Fortune posted the story online and will not publish it in the magazine. (She had the CEO interview three weeks earlier.)

Finn said: “The Wall Street Journal is looking to be more insightful in the paper, while Fortune is getting more into dialy journalism.”  

He added, “We are all excited about what is going on in new media.  We need to pay attention to the Shield Law.  Does the bill protect bloggers?  We should support the law as (communications) professionals.”

Deirdre Latour, Director of Public Relations, General Electric: Thank you to the hosts for inviting this new, hip company to the New Media Summit.  GE is 130-years-old.

For an 130-year-old company like GE, new media has complexity and relevance.  Complexity provides new challenges.  There are six major businesses within GE.  Communicating the corporate message through new media in a way that is digestible and understandable is important to GE.  

Relevance.  “We are not your grandfather’s GE.’  We don't ‘bring good things to life’ anymore.  We are ‘Imagination at Work.’ How does GE show it is a hip, new, technology company?  New media has been a tool to do that. GE On Demand provides video and podcasting using the scientists to tell the story.  GE sponsors (Wired Magazine’s) Next Fest and has employees blogging the event.  Our Web site, www.ge.com is now using employees to tell the story.  They are not scripted.”

Anchin: “We have 27 years on GE; American Express is 157-years-old.  The Internet has put the public back in public relations.  Because we can go direct, we must be the most authentic voice of the company.  We will be looking at the Presidential campaign to learn lessons for the company.

“There is a fundamental shift in employee communications.  Employees are empowered and engaged online.  Employees must be confident to tell the message.  They connect in ways they weren't before and are more informed than they were before.  We are using a Digg model with internal forums to allow employees to talk to each other.  

“As a PR guy, we should never forget that it isn't tools for the sake of tools; but about providing good counsel.  A new experiment at: www.membersproject.com/intro.htm has generated in two weeks about 4,000 ideas about changing the world.”

Harrington: “To what degree has your organization put in more restrictions about how employees should use new media?”

Latour: “Within the (GE) corporate culture, it is hard to get the scientists to start talking.  It isn't about reigning people in, but trying to get them out.”

Anchin:  “We don't blog (at American Express).  It hasn't been an edict, but as a consumer financial services company, ‘How is this relevant? Why do you want to blog?’  We haven't found a topic or experiment to try yet. “ 

 

Argenti: “The jam sessions are most indicative of what is happening.”  

Finn:  “I was involved in creating IBM’s blog policy.  IBM blogs differently than Sun.  We are just starting to get into blogging at Avaya.   Thanks to Edelman, we are looking at it differently.  (Disclosure, I worked with Steve [Rubel, SVP, Edelman] to provide the counsel on this project.) We will start a hosted conversation around virtual working.”
 

Harrington:  “How are you communicating citizenship and volunteerism using new media?”

Anchin:  “Who do we have out there online talking about the company who can talk about us?  What does it mean to be a global corporate citizen?”
 

Latour: “From a CSR perspective, it is very centralized.  The citizenship report is online.  We invited NGOs to write letters to the citizenship report and did not edit the letters.  Eco-imagination is a business initiative to talk about what types of technologies GE is working on.  Do we need a blog?  Not necessarily.  My e-mail is on the site, and my inbox fills up with e-mails from consumers all day. “
 

Josh Bernoff from Forrester:  “The conversation is happening: if you don't participate then you have no voice.”  

 

Argenti: “It goes back to the gnat theory of communication. Senior executives think that the problems will go away.  Until it blows up, people don't believe it will happen.”
 

Finn:  “The echo chamber is a concept I brought to executives at Oracle.  The company’s input (into the echo chamber) really counts.  What goes in matters, and then you look at everyone at the table and how they are talking.”
 

Anchin: “Don't forget PR101.”
 

Latour: “There has to be some kind of filter, because there is so much noise online.”
 

Irv Schenkler, Associate Professor, Director, NYU Stern:  “October 11, 1994 was the first time that Wal-Mart was profiled as a company that people had something against in a Wall Street Journal article about activist groups who were against expansion.  Then six months later, “60 Minutes” did a segment about this issue.  There is a need to filter, monitor and assess the online conversations.”
 

Harrington: “Are you monitoring on a regular basis?  Are you moving from clips to blogs?  Can you get your hands around the data?”
 

Anchin:  He said he spent his first year figuring out a policy and monitoring.  
“We didn't know what people were saying online.  We knew what media was saying, but needed a better feeling of online conversation.  We tried to swat the gnats away, but needed to start evaluating.  Evaluating sites is more art than science.  We use an automated system to rank favorability--negative, neutral, positive coverage.”
 

Argenti:  “The tools are out there today to flag.  If you aren't monitoring blogs, you are missing an opportunity to see things before mainstream media does.”  

 

Question from professor in the audience:  “Aren't the tools for large organizations only?”
 

Anchin: “Start using Google Alerts, Technorati and RSS feeds.”
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