
The 2016 Reputational Risk Report
Research uncovers blind spots that can lead to a poor reputation
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Introduction
Every organization fears a crisis, but few do anything to actively monitor and manage the 
risks that can damage their reputation. Companies spend tremendous resources building 
their brand and responding to crises; yet, most of the time, they operate with their eyes 
shut to the emerging risks that can ruin the brand’s credibility and significantly damage a 
company’s financial value.

Standing Partnership set out to explore how reputational risks affect organizations and 
how these issues are monitored and managed. In June/July 2015, Standing Partnership 
engaged Edison Research to poll 1,002 senior executives (VP-level and above) about their 
perceptions, experiences, and opinions on reputational risk topics.  
Some of the key findings include:

Research  
Methodology

Respondents to the Reputational Risk 
Survey comprised 1,002 adults, drawn from 
a national panel of executives, VP level and 
above.

Executives responding to the online 
survey represented a mix of industries, 
functional areas and company sizes. 
Forty-five percent identified as executives 
in operations, with the remainder in a 
mix of finance, sales, marketing and 
legal functions. Slightly more than half 
work for small companies (fewer than 50 
employees), while 25 percent work for 
companies with more than 250 employees. 

•	 More than one-in-four organizations have experienced a reputational issue.

•	 There is a disconnect between how CEOs and COOs view reputational risk. CEOs 
tend to be more optimistic about the effectiveness of current efforts and the ability to 
prevent risk. COOs, who hold a position within the organization that is often closest 
to a broad array of operational complexities, are highly concerned about reputation 
management and believe more needs to be done.

•	 A majority of executives (78%) believe their organizations do an excellent job 
building a positive reputation and managing it (72%), but only 53 percent gave 
similar grades to the organization for identifying risks in advance of an event – and 
even fewer rate their ability to develop mitigation strategies highly.

•	 Customer satisfaction issues are the most common source of reputational problems. 
Information technology (IT)/security and integrity issues may become bigger 
reputational liabilities for organizations going forward. 
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Tweet this.

What gets measured, gets managed, as the saying 
goes. Most respondents believe their organization 
does a good job with building and managing their 
reputation. And many are generally aware of risks 
that could create reputational problems down 
the road. Despite this awareness, nearly half of 
respondents (47%) do not take steps to monitor for 
reputational risk issues.  
 
 

Research Findings

Not surprisingly, organizations that have experienced a reputational issue in the past are much more 
aggressive about monitoring (72%) than those who haven’t had problems (44%).

The most commonly cited tool or resource used to monitor reputational risk is client/customer 
feedback. Rounding out the list of the top five tools/resources are audits, computer software/IT 
system, monitoring social media and employees, and surveys. Ideally, organizations should use a 
combination of tools to monitor key stakeholder groups, listening not only to those already loyal to the 
organization, but also adversaries and competitors. Monitoring programs enable companies to better 
predict and qualify future trends that may have a significant impact on the organization’s reputation 
and provide a basis for mitigation plans. 

Companies Shut Their Eyes to Reputational Risks

Nearly half of organizations 
have resolved to operate with 
their eyes closed; they know 
about issues that could erupt 
into a reputational crisis, 
but aren’t formally tracking 
them.

What are some of the tools and/or resources your 
organization uses to monitor reputational risk?

Response # of Mentions

Client/Customer feedback 76
Audits 45
Computer software/IT system 44
Monitoring social media and employees 43
Survey 39
Internet/Google 37

http://twitter.com/?status=Half of organizations choose to operate with eyes closed to %23reputationrisk http://bit.ly/1qw0mQS
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A significant majority of respondents (71%) 
said their organization handles reputational risk 
internally without the counsel of outside business 
partners. Responses were very mixed about what 
function holds primary responsibility for monitoring 
reputational risk issues. More than one-quarter 
(28%) of executives said the President/CEO holds 
the most responsibility. There was nearly an even 
split between respondents who said it was the 
audit (13%), compliance (12%) or operations (11%) 
functions that had primary responsibility. Only eight 
percent said responsibility lies with a dedicated 
enterprise risk management department; another 
eight percent said communications/public relations. 
The most successful companies will bring all of 
these departments together as a team to evaluate 
and mitigate reputational risks. Some companies 
find it beneficial to bring in a third party to conduct 
a reputational risk audit to help eliminate biases in 
identifying the most critical issues, using a similar 
approach to hiring a third-party financial auditor. 

 
 

Who is Minding the Store?

The varied results surrounding monitoring responsibilities are likely the result of the broad nature of these 
issues. Reputation management permeates all aspects of business; an issue in one functional area can 
quickly boil over into multiple functional areas. It’s unclear how effective any of these functions are in 
monitoring and identifying companywide reputation issues that go beyond their immediate scope. 

In our experience, reputation management is most effective when it is managed by a cross-functional team. 
Centralized monitoring and measurement of reputational risks must become part of the internal reporting 
structure to ensure proper accountabilities are built in across the organization. Proper governance and 
leadership are critical to the success of a centralized framework. 

Which department is most responsible for monitoring 
reputational risk?

President/CEO
28%

Audits
13%

Compliance
12% Operations

11%

Communications/
PR
8%

A dedicated 
enterprise risk 

mgt dept
8%

Legal
7%Finance

5%
Marketing

3%
Sales
3%

Other
2%

Base: Organization currently monitors the potential for reputational risk
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Tweet this.

Multiple Perspectives are Critical  
to Successfully Manage Reputation Risks

These varying perspectives on 
how risk hits the organization are 
essential to informing reputation 
management strategies and why a 

holistic approach is critical. 

Executives’ perspectives on how well prepared their organizations 
are to identify or prevent reputational issues are highly influenced 
by their functional area. For example, 57 percent of respondents 
overall believe their organization does an above-average job of 
preventing reputational risk before it occurs; management (70%) 
and legal (66%) executives exhibit much higher confidence 
than compliance/audit executives (38%) or communications/
PR executives (46%). When it comes to identifying reputational 
risk before it occurs, communications/PR executives (57%) and 
management (55%) are more likely to give an above-average 
grade to the organization than finance (45%) or compliance/audit 
executives (43%). 

Part of the disconnect likely relates to how little reputation is 
understood across the organization. It’s not surprising to see such 
a large gap between the views of compliance and management, 
since the compliance function’s primary responsibility is to 
examine risks and find the holes that need plugging. At the same 
time, those technically oriented positions aren’t as attuned to 
reputation issues, which may be why they are less confident in the 
organization’s approach. 
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http://twitter.com/?status=Varying perspectives are essential to informing %23reputationstrategy http://bit.ly/1qw0mQS
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Presidents/CEOs tend to be much more optimistic than 
COOs about the effectiveness of current efforts, giving an 
above-average grade to the organization for managing its 
reputation (79%, compared with 65% of COOs) and preventing 
reputational risks (68%, compared with 51% of COOs). 

COOs also express the highest level of dissatisfaction with 
spending on reputation management – 44 percent think their 
companies are not spending enough.

The COO sentiment is arguably the most important to pay 
attention to with regard to reputation, as they have access to 
complexities within the organization that can serve as early 
indicators of reputational problems. For example, a bank COO 
might note that bank deposits dropped after automating certain 
systems and see a spike in queries to the call center. 

Customer dissatisfaction is often an early warning sign of a 
brewing reputational risk issue.

 

How would you rate your organization in 
preventing reputational risk before it occurs? (Job Title)
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The COO’s Critical Role
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When it comes to managing its reputation, would 
you say your organization spends…? (Job Title)
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Not Enough Right Amount Too Much

Accepting the Status Quo

Most executives (63%) believe their organization is spending the right amount on reputation management. Respondents who had experienced a reputational issue 
in the past were much more likely to say spending wasn’t enough. This sentiment is important to note, since these individuals have a direct understanding of the 
deep impact reputation can have on an organization. Presidents/CEOs (24%) and owners/partners (25%) are more likely to believe their reputation management is 
right on track. 
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It’s difficult to put a price tag on a brand’s reputation, 
but the survey identified a clear financial impact that 
occurs when reputational problems arise. More than 
one-in-four survey respondents said their organization 
has experienced a reputational issue – defined as a 
risk of loss resulting from damages to a company’s 
reputation either in lost revenue; increased operating, 
capital or regulatory costs; or destruction of shareholder 
value. 

Among those who have experienced a reputational 
issue, 18 percent reported that it cost the organization 
more than $500,000; another 18 percent said costs 
fell in the $100,000 to $500,000 range. However, it’s 
likely that the true cost of reputational damage is highly 
underestimated, as respondents are prone to have a 
narrow view of the impact and related costs depending 
on where they sit inside the organization. Costs will be 
much different if only the “fix” of running an external 
apology campaign is considered, versus factoring 
in long-term operational adjustments that might be 
required, such as new cybersecurity protections or 
changing a manufacturing process. 

Unmanaged Risks Damage Reputations – and the Bottom Line

It’s likely that the true cost of 
reputational damage is highly 
underestimated.

Tweet this.

How much do you estimate reputational 
issues have cost your organization?

Less than $1k
9%$1,000-$4,999

7%
$5,000-$19,999

10%

$20,000-
$99,999

22%

$100,000-
$499,999

18% $500,000+
18%

DK/NA
16%

Base: Organization ever experienced a reputational issue

http://twitter.com/?status=.@standingteam and @edisonresearch say the true cost of reputation damage is likely underestimated http://bit.ly/1qw0mQS
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Past reputational problems were most frequently the result of customer satisfaction (69%) and public perception (64%). They also remain the top liabilities for 
reputational issues going forward, with an even greater emphasis (77%) put on customer satisfaction. This underscores the essence of reputation management, 
which requires that an equal effort be put toward shaping an organization’s reputation and understanding how various stakeholders perceive the organization. 
Reputation risks often start from customer interactions, which means that careful monitoring and purposeful engagement are required to address concerns before 
they become bigger issues. In addition to tracking customer perceptions, our experience points to the importance of following employee sentiment, since this can 
also provide clues to emerging risks.

More than 4 in 10 (43%) respondents experienced a reputational issue tied to product quality. First and foremost, companies must deliver on their main promise to 
customers – a good product at a fair price – to build and protect their reputation. 

The integrity of a company is becoming an increasingly important element of reputation. While 34 percent of respondents said their organization experienced a 
reputational issue tied to integrity in the past, more than half (52%) cited it as a potential liability for reputational issues going forward. Warren Buffet once said: “In 
looking for people to hire, look for these three qualities: integrity, intelligence, and energy. And if they don’t have the first one, the other two will kill you.” In recent 
years, both customers and employees have become more supportive of companies that share their values; those that lack authenticity breed skepticism. 

IT and security issues will create much bigger reputational problems in the future; only 34 percent of executives said it had created a reputational issue in the 
past, but 51 percent anticipate that it may in the future. In a 2015 International Business Resiliency Survey by the insurance brokerage firm Marsh, CEOs and risk 
managers identified reputational damage from a sensitive data breach as the top risk scenario – both in terms of impact and likelihood – facing organizations. 

Tweet this.

No industry is immune from data breaches,  
and recent events have demonstrated that companies pay a high 

price – well beyond the immediate fix – in repairing  
the reputational damage that occurs. 

http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20151006005693/en/Cyber-Reputation-Risks-Remain-Top-Concerns-Marsh
http://twitter.com/?status=No industry is immune from %23databreaches or the high cost of %23reputationaldamage that comes with them http://bit.ly/1qw0mQS
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Environmental issues are also becoming an increasingly important factor in a company’s reputation, even for organizations that have not experienced a reputation 
problem because of environmental issues in the past. More and more, customers and the public at large are asking questions about organizations’ environmental 
footprints and the good they contribute to the world beyond their product or service. More than one-quarter (26%) said they expect environmental risks to impact 
their reputation in the future. Of course, the risks and stakes associated with environmental issues are much greater in certain industries, such as manufacturing, 
energy and agriculture. Recent PwC research confirms the growing emphasis on environmental issues, with 3 out of 5 CEOs they surveyed stating they were 
taking action on climate change to create a reputational advantage, and more than half were doing so to improve shareholder value (53%) and build trust in their 
organization (52%). 

Past reputational issues vs. Reputational issues going forward

Reputational experienced in the past

Base: Organization ever experienced                
a reputational issue

Potential liabilities for reputational 
issues going forward

Customer satisfaction 69% 77%
Public perception 64% 66%
Product quality 43% 48%
Liability 42% 56%

Regulatory compliance 37% 47%

Integrity 34% 52%
Ethics 34% 49%
IT issues and security 34% 51%
Fraud 31% 41%
Environmental risk 0% 26%% saying yes to each issue

http://pwc.blogs.com/press_room/2015/09/global-ceo-confidence-reputation-and-short-term-cost-concerns-tipping-action-on-climate-change-not-a-2.html
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Proactive strategies were ranked much lower – 26 
percent said their organization did a below-average 
job with building strategic plans for reputational risk 
management; most (31%) gave an average rating. 
Sentiments were similar on developing mitigation 
strategies – 21 percent ranked their organization 
below-average; 34 percent gave an average ranking.

There is a nervous complacency happening inside 
many organizations. Managing the reputational 
health of an organization is treated much like those 
managing their own health poorly. There is an 
awareness that diet and exercise are needed to 
prevent a heart attack or another major catastrophe, 
but it’s often easier to maintain the status quo and 
take a gamble that a damaging event “won’t happen 
to me.” Being proactive is uncomfortable and it’s 
only natural to avoid the unknown in favor of the 
things that a company is good at.

Most organizations put a priority on building a 
positive reputation, with 78 percent of executives 
giving their organization an above-average grade 
in this area. And while 72 percent give themselves 
equally high scores on managing their reputation, 
respondents are much less confident about their 
ability to identify or prevent reputational risks. 
Slightly more than half (53%) of respondents gave 
their organization an above-average grade on their 
ability to identify reputational risks in advance of an 
occurrence. 

Nervous Complacency

How would you rate your organization in…?
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before it occurs
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How would you rate your organization in…?

48

39

35

31

30

33

26

29

16

19

25

28

3

5

7

7

3

4

7

5

5 4 3 2 1 Mean

4.2

4.0

3.8

3.8

Page 1

Building a positive reputation

Managing its reputation

Reporting risk assessment 
to higher management

Handling reputational risk 
after it has occurred

Excellent Poor

However, organizations that fail to proactively build 
strategies for reputational risk management and 
mitigation are putting themselves on dangerous 
ground. Further, these strategies can be a valuable 
tool for further enhancing trust and integrating 
reputational risk into the heart of everyday 
operations. 

 
 
 
 

While most respondents are managing reputational risks on their own, if they were to engage 
help, respondents identified the most likely areas would be identifying key reputational risks 
(44%), developing plans to build and protect their reputation (40%) and removing/responding to 
negative online content (38%). 
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The study indicates that reputation management is highly valued by organizations, but the strategies to minimize risks that could damage a reputation are often 
disjointed and reactive. This lack of alignment leads to dangerous blind spots, which prevent organizations from seeing and/or preparing for issues that are likely to 
cause reputational crises. 

Aon’s latest Global Risk Management Survey, which polled CEOs, CFOs and risk managers, confirms that reputational damage is an organization’s most 
significant risk, but it is perceived in different ways within the organization since it lacks a common standard or definition. 

If an organization truly makes its reputation a priority, then it needs a holistic cross-functional approach to managing the associated risks that can be universally 
applied. Reputation is the connective tissue that binds together the disparate elements of an organization. Management and senior executives must take 
ownership in creating a more cohesive, forward-looking strategy that is intertwined with enterprise risk management to ensure appropriate measures are taken 
across the organization to mitigate risks that could damage its reputation. 

Since reputation is such an all-encompassing issue, companies that lack an internal infrastructure to address reputational risks may find it daunting to start the 
process and instead choose not to do anything. Rather than being overwhelmed by the challenge, we recommend that you break down the process into multiple 
steps: 

Step One: Know Thy Stakeholders

This is an easy step to dismiss, but getting it right is critical. Reputations are affected by a broad spectrum of parties; a thorough inventory of stakeholders should 
include not only supporters, but opponents, employees, investors, suppliers, regulators … the list goes on. As outlined in Standing Partnership’s “Authentic 
Stakeholder Engagement” white paper, the list of stakeholders should be prioritized to identify where the most energy should be invested. 

Step Two: Start Listening

Robust monitoring programs are central to understanding not only how the organization is perceived, but what’s driving those perceptions and how they are 
changing. Equally important is to consider who analyzes these insights, given that every function of the organization tends to view reputation differently. An 
objective eye can help eliminate biases that are inherent inside the organization, especially when it comes to gathering employee opinions. Some might argue that 
employees are the most important gauge of a company’s reputation: when employees carry negative perceptions, you’re a risk waiting to explode. 

Step Three: Build a Continuous Loop to Inform Business Strategy and Build Resiliency

As stated in Standing Partnership’s “Trust and Resiliency” white paper, resiliency is often adopted as a goal in operational planning, but few organizations apply 
it to reputation management and mitigation. Organizations that create resilient reputations embrace an outside-in approach, examining the perceptions of both 
external and internal stakeholders to shape its strategies. Reputational intelligence must feed into the strategic risk agenda and key business processes, including 
strategic planning, risk assessment reporting, new product development, and crisis planning and mitigation. 

 
 

Creating a More Cohesive, Proactive Approach  
to Mitigating Reputational Risks

http://aon.mediaroom.com/index.php?s=25776&item=137221
http://resources.standingpartnership.com/authentic-stakeholder-engagement-white-paper
http://resources.standingpartnership.com/authentic-stakeholder-engagement-white-paper
http://resources.standingpartnership.com/trust-and-resiliency-keys-to-a-stronger-reputation-white-paper
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Step Four: Evaluate the Organization’s Social Impact 

We live in a “Reputation Economy;” a world in which who you are as an organization matters as much – possibly more – to stakeholders than what you sell. The 
social impact of an organization is an increasingly influential piece of its reputation. Companies often mistake philanthropic activities as their way of doing good 
for the world, but as Standing Partnership’s “Creating Positive Social Impact” white paper explains, social impact goes much deeper; it must become part of the 
business strategy that stretches across the organization.

Step Five: Create Alignment

Reputation is a delicate balance of many factors, which rests at the intersection of three key areas of business strategy and governance that build trust when 
aligned. As outlined in Standing Partnership’s “Managing Reputational Risk” white paper, these include:

•	 Responsible Business Operations – It is imperative to closely manage areas such as environmental, health and safety, and human rights in order to 
maximize an organization’s social impact and minimize the negative impact. 

•	 Positive Social Impact – Social issues impacting key communities and stakeholders should be identified and prioritized based on the impact to the 
company and its ability to affect them.

•	 Financial Stability – Products and services must be economically profitable for the company and its stakeholders, but must be balanced with how the 
organization positively impacts society through economic contributions, such as jobs and taxes. 

When any of these are out of alignment, reputational risks rise significantly. 

While it’s impossible for an organization to completely avoid every crisis situation, it’s fair to say that these steps can help significantly downsize the scale of many 
negative situations. The key to success is recognizing the vulnerabilities that exist and developing strategies to actively monitor and mitigate them in advance of an 
eruption. In addition, organizations must have taken the time to build up good will and trust among its various stakeholders to carry them through the bad times. 

Moving Ahead with Confidence

http://resources.standingpartnership.com/positive-social-impact-white-paper
http://resources.standingpartnership.com/corporate-reputation-management-whitepaper
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Standing Partnership specializes in reputation 
management, creating influencer strategies that 

deepen understanding, build trust and mitigate risk 
in complex, ever-changing environments.  

The firm’s comprehensive approach drives strategy 
and helps clients build, protect and restore 

reputations.

314.469.3500
standingpartnership.com

@standingteam

http://standingpartnership.com
https://twitter.com/standingteam

