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Abstract 

Pekka Aula, Salla Laaksonen and Susanna Neiglick 

Reputational risk in digital publicity 

Reputational risks have become increasingly endemic due to the escalating use and significance of 
internet as a communication platform. The new power of internet’s social media services and 
communities has forced public relations professionals to embrace this new context of 
communication and to find new ways for monitoring and managing it. A decline in reputation will 
result in both internal and external distrust, raising the costs incurred from customer appeasement 
as well as the monitoring and control of organizational members.  

In this paper we study how organizations can evaluate reputation and detect reputation risk 
emerging in digital publicity. Our objective is to map the characteristics and dynamics of reputation 
risk in the context of digital publicity (i.e. public arenas of social media such as blogs, discussion 
boards and wikis). This is done by building on existing research on reputation risk, organizational 
communication and management studies and studies on online communication. Our multi-discipline 
approach also introduces linguistic tools and methods in order to develop a framework for 
reputational modeling and analysis of digital publicity contents.  

We define the concept of reputational risk from the perspective of organization as a discursive 
construction (see e.g. Aula & Mantere 2008, Boje 2001, Deetz 1986). Our approach sees reputation 
as a continuously developing set of beliefs, evaluations and expectations, which is built and modified 
in communicative action between different publics over time. Reputation is based not only on the 
public's direct experiences with the company, but also on any other form of communication and 
discourses that provide information about the organizations’ actions (e.g. Gotsi & Wilson 2001). In 
social media publicity reputational risks actualize for example when various publics are creating 
reputational discourse differing from the actual behavior of the organization; or if the beliefs and 
expectations of the public are shifting and evolving in digital conversations and the organization fails 
to manage these expectations (see Eccles & al. 2007).  

We argue that in digital publicity reputation and reputational stories are increasingly built by the 
public. Internet users and organizations encounter within different virtual arenas and actions, and all 
these encounters give meanings to the organization and its actions (Aula & Mantere 2008). We also 
highlight that the formation of reputation in online context is only partly affected or a direct 
outcome of corporate communications or reputation management practiced within the 
organization. In addition, reputation management in digital publicity can be conceptualized as an 
intention to produce desired realities through aiming at certain types of encounters. 
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