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Abstract
This paper analyses the importance and use of selected Online Reputation Management tools in companies operating in the chemical industry which are members of the Association of Chemical Industry of the Czech Republic. The results of primary research mapping the use of selected forms of online communication between companies and stakeholders and identifying the intensity of use of various proactive and reactive Reputation Management techniques in the online environment are presented here. In conclusion, on the basis of the research performed, recommendations are proposed for chemical companies outlining guidance on how to effectively promote a positive online reputation through paid and owned content, while at the same time monitoring and responding to received (shared) online content in such a way that the desired corporate image is highlighted while at the same time minimising the impact of any negative online publicity on the company’s reputation.
Introduction
Online Reputation Management (ORM) actively shapes and controls the information which appears about a person or organisation on the Internet. It includes monitoring of online mentions, addressing feedback, both positive and negative, and actively promoting positive information about the company. Effective ORM requires companies to comprehensively monitor the online environment and proactively disseminate information through the appropriate online communication channels. It seems that many industrial companies still consider websites to be the most important online communication tool, this certainly being one of the basic online communication platforms. Recently, it has however become apparent that use of social media is also increasing among industrial companies. This trend mirrors the situation found among ordinary users, with more and more people joining social networks and for some, these even becoming their primary medium of communication. It is clear that the field of online communication is an extremely dynamic and rapidly changing environment which deserves deeper analysis, especially in light of the fact that industrial companies traditionally focused on B2B markets have traditionally lagged somewhat behind B2C-oriented businesses in online communication. The current situation of this modern issue is also revealed by the research presented here.
Theoretical points of departure
Creating a positive corporate reputation is a frequently discussed issue in the markets of today. This relates to the issue of its effective management, which in its very essence comes up against a lack of clarity of its definition. As Khan and Digout1 note, an inconsistent definition of corporate reputation makes it very difficult to measure and establish. Despite the vagueness of the definition, most researchers seem to agree that a company’s reputation results from the collective perceptions or evaluations of stakeholders2. On the basis of this finding, Olmedo-Cifuentes and Martínez-León3 proposed that corporate reputation be defined as follows: Reputation is “the estimate of the overall perception different stakeholders have about a company, evaluated through a set of dimensions and attributes that create value that are linked to the organisation and distinguish it from the rest”. This definition underlines the importance of reputation for companies, which consists in generating an inimitable competitive advantage which gives the company a unique distinctness on the market. This is confirmed by Harrison4, who claims on the basis of research that a positive reputation is proven to give a company a sustainable competitive advantage, bring new market opportunities, strengthen its market position and increase the value of the brand as a whole. 
In view of the obvious crucial importance of a positive reputation for the competitiveness of companies in the markets of today, it is necessary to establish a permanent process in these companies for establishing, managing and monitoring it. As a consequence of this requirement, a separate field has been created, so-called Reputation Management (RM), which represents long-term strategy for measuring, controlling and managing a company’s reputation as an asset5. RM was developed on the basis of Fombrun’s theory by Doorley and Garcia6 and in their understanding, it can be considered to be a comprehensive framework for management of corporate reputation. At present, in relation to the development of digitalisation of most activities, a logical adaptation of Reputation Management to the online environment is also occurring and we are seeing the emergence of so-called Online Reputation Management (ORM). Online Reputation Management (ORM) includes a set of techniques which help to monitor and improve the public image of an entity (companies, products and institutions) on the Internet. The aim is to minimise the negative impact of information about the entity while at the same time maximising positive content in such a way as to make it as trustworthy as possible for stakeholders7.  
It is clear from the definitions of Online Reputation Management that it can generally be understood to be the controlled monitoring and influencing of a company’s online reputation and that it can most commonly be implemented via websites, blogs8 and social network9.
Websites are one of the cheapest and most effective means of promoting a company, and are therefore one of the most important tools for establishing a reputation in the online environment. Websites constitute a fundamental part of a company’s business card and are often a key channel for customers and other stakeholders in terms of communication and orientation8.
Blogs are web-based journals where companies publish educational and other interesting texts to attract stakeholders and make themselves more visible in the online environment. Companies also use blogs to present the latest company news, new products or information from the given sector. The articles usually deal with highly searched topics and help companies to promote awareness of themselves and support their reputation and to ensure their name is ranked at the top of the search results10.
Social networks are now becoming one of the most important places to publish your own online content and therefore also a key tool for ORM. The most important benefit of the world of social media for Corporate Reputation Management is its interactivity, a factor which allows companies to respond immediately and actively promote positive user perceptions of the company. At the same time, it forces companies to constantly monitor user communications with each other11 in such a way as to utilise positive mentions and eliminate negative mentions. In the Czech Republic, but also globally, the most widely used social media currently include Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn and TikTok12.
In the world of the Internet, information can be created and disseminated through all the channels described above, but also using other online platforms. In order to manage a company’s online reputation, it is necessary to monitor and effectively manage all types of information, be this data outside the company’s direct control, i.e. data from external sources, which can subsequently be used and shared, or information fully under the control of the company, i.e. data created or paid for by the company. The tools which ORM uses for these purposes can be divided into proactive and reactive tools according to the way in which they affect the company’s reputation.
Proactive Online Reputation Management tools allow a company to actively participate in the creation of its own online reputation. This category includes:
· creation of in-house content in the online environment – this activity is one of the most important ORM tools as it is the best and most controllable way for a company to reach its customers, help or advise stakeholders and show its uniqueness13. Messages created in-house by a company usually come in two basic forms – text and audiovisual. The most common text publications created by the company for online communication include press releases and articles for online media, which can also include interviews14. The basic audiovisual forms of online communications published by companies include podcasts and videos8. The company can also actively create an interactive environment for dissemination of its own content by organising online events in the form of online seminars and workshops.
· sharing of desirable content in the online environment – shared and acquired content represents online information about a company or its products which does not require the company to pay for it or write it itself. The category of shared content includes online reviews, sharing of information about a business on social media or resharing content and brand mentions, both in text and audiovisual form (for example, a video). This also includes external articles, press releases and various forums15.  It is important for a company not only to disseminate positive information of its own accord, but also to encourage its dissemination among other users. The aim is to create so-called electronic word-of-mouth (eWoM)16.
· search engine optimisation (SEO) - SEO represents the process of influencing top search engine positions by optimising website promotion, content and other forms of media in such a way as to increase a company’s online visibility (Mladenović, 2022). The key to successful SEO is using a combination of on-page (internal) and off-page (external) activities (Stanis, 2022). On-page activities are measures which are implemented directly in the content of the website. This, for example, concerns optimisation of content, keywords, headings, meta description, alternative text, domains or the URL, etc. Off-page SEO concerns external factors which are separate from the website but which lead back to the company’s website, such as backlinks from social networks, forums, blogs or third-party websites. (Lopezosa et al., 2019) 
Reactive ORM tools respond to the already published mentions of the company. These tools are designed to help the company monitor its online reputation, deal with content relating to the company but published by other users, and to present itself in the best possible light. Reactive ORM tools include:
· monitoring of content relating to the company in the online environment – Within the framework of ORM, it is necessary to monitor all social media, websites, blogs and forums which are available online (Bredava, 2021). Monitoring mentions of the company is crucial for the business because this is also essential for other ORM tools, both for the ability to share desirable content online and also for management of reviews or crisis ORM (Bredava, 2021). 
· management of online reviews – online reviews are a key element of ORM as they are the most widely used and most accessible electronic source for communicating experience online. They provide information about products and services and often serve as recommendations. They also represent a source of free feedback for the company. 
· Crisis Online Reputation Management (Crisis ORM) – Crisis ORM helps organisations to deal with sudden and negative events presented or taking place in the online environment. (Posey, 2020) This concerns Online Reputation Management during a crisis and also efforts to prevent crisis situations. 
[bookmark: _Toc134051875][bookmark: _Toc134383750]Research into the degree of use of selected Reputation Management tools in the online environment by companies operating in the chemical industry in the Czech Republic

On the basis of a literature search which we performed, primary quantitative research was prepared and conducted with the aim of determining the degree of use of Reputation Management tools recommended in the literature in the online environment by companies operating in the chemical industry in the Czech Republic. The survey method used was an electronic online survey conducted using a questionnaire created in the Lime Survey system. The questionnaire was sent to all of the companies associated in the Association of Chemical Industry of the Czech Republic which are engaged in production or distribution of chemical products. This method of selecting respondents was chosen because the Association of Chemical Industry of the Czech Republic is the largest association of chemical companies in the Czech Republic and it can be assumed that all of the major companies involved in chemical production and distribution will be included. 82 companies were asked to fill in the electronic questionnaire by email on the basis of the database which was compiled. The email was targeted at corporate online communications and PR managers, with the request asking them to complete the questionnaire being repeated once, these two requests being sent 14 days apart. In the end, a total of 31 fully completed questionnaires were received, this constituting a return rate of 37.8%. The data were statistically processed and analysed using descriptive statistical methods. IBM SPSS Statistics software was used for statistical processing.
In order to better specify the research sample, survey respondents were asked to state the basic characteristics of their companies. Data was ascertained about the size of the respective company from the point of view of the number of employees, the target markets of the company, the focus of the company and the type of company (i.e. whether this concerns a national or international company). The structure of respondents is characterised in Table No. 1 below.

Table No. 1 Structure of respondents by company size and target markets

	Company size
	Relative frequency
	Target markets
	Relative frequency

	Small	 (less than 100 employees)
	22.5%
	B2B
	52%

	Medium (100 to 500 employees)
	42%
	B2C
	6%

	Large (more than 500 employees)
	35.5%
	B2B and B2C
	42%



It is evident from Table No. 1 that predominantly medium and large companies oriented towards serving B2B markets participated in the survey. 77% were manufacturing companies (23% were non-manufacturing companies) and 61% were companies with an international orientation (39% were national companies). 

One of the sub-objectives of the research was to find out how companies use online communication channels and the extent in which the managers who were contacted believe that these means of communication are important for the company in establishing its positive reputation in the online environment. Websites, company blogs, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and TikTok were analysed. A four-point scale was used to evaluate importance: very important – quite important – not very important – not important at all. The existence of differences in the perceived importance of the individual online communication channels which were compared was tested using the Friedman test. Its significance was less than 0.05, indicating that the respondents do not consider the online communication channels included in our research to be of equal importance. The results of the ascertained importance of individual online communication channels in establishing a positive reputation of the companies under investigation are shown in Table No. 2. 
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	Online communication channel
	Relative frequency in %
	Median
	Average

	
	Very important
	Quite important
	Not very important
	Not important at all
	
	

	Website
	81
	13
	6
	0
	4
	3.70

	LinkedIn
	48
	32
	13
	7
	3
	3.15

	Facebook
	26
	35
	23
	16
	3
	2.70

	YouTube
	13
	26
	42
	19
	2
	2.26

	Instagram
	10
	23
	35
	32
	2
	2.07

	Twitter
	6
	19
	36
	39
	2
	1.93

	Company blogs
	13
	10
	29
	48
	2
	1.78

	TikTok
	0
	0
	26
	74
	1
	1.26


(Scale used: 4 – very important, 3 – quite important, 2 – not very important, 1 – not important at all)
It is evident from Table No. 2 that the most important online communication channel for chemical companies in their online presence is the website. Nearly half of the companies also consider LinkedIn to be very important, and more than a quarter also consider Facebook to be very important. All three online communication channels mentioned above are important for more than half of the analysed chemical companies in disseminating information to create a positive online reputation. Other online communication channels included in our research are considered by the majority of respondents to be quite important or not important at all.
Another aim of the research was to map the means used by companies to actively establish their positive reputation on the Internet.  The results of the survey are summarised in Table No. 3.
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Table No. 3 Level of use of selected proactive ORM tools for establishing the reputation of the companies included in our research on the Internet.
	Tools
	Companies which use the given tool

	
	Absolute frequency
	Relative frequency in %

	Press releases
	25
	81

	Articles for online media
	22
	71

	Resharing content and brand mentions
	17
	55

	Paid promotion
	17
	55

	SEO
	15
	48

	Paid channels
	12
	39

	Online events
	10
	32

	Podcasts, sharing videos
	8
	26

	Promotion by influencers
	3
	10



It is evident from Table No. 3 that from among the tools for establishing a positive online reputation included in our research, companies make the most use of press releases and articles for online media. More than half of the companies also focus on resharing of content or brand mentions and paid promotion. The least popular means of promoting a positive online reputation among the analysed companies are podcasts and sharing videos as well as promotion by influencers. 

Apart from actively disseminating and sharing appropriate information about the company online and using SEO, companies must also closely monitor what is happening in the online environment and respond appropriately to information, discussions, reviews and reactions, etc. disseminated by other Internet users which could affect the online reputation of the company. It is important to focus in particular on detecting and removing information which is misleading, false or otherwise damaging to the company. A chapter in its own right is constituted by management of online communication in the event of a corporate crisis. A further aim of the research was therefore to find out which tools from the field of reactive ORM are used by the companies under investigation. The use of reactive Online Reputation Management tools is shown in Table No. 4.
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	Tools
	Companies which use the given tool

	
	Absolute frequency
	Relative frequency in %

	Monitoring mentions of the company in the online environment
	22
	71

	Adequate response to critical mentions of the company
	15
	48

	Analysis of reviews
	10
	32

	Applying the principles of online crisis communication
	10
	32

	Active participation in online discussions
	7
	23


Table No. 4 shows that one of the most used reactive ORM tools among the companies included in our research is monitoring of mentions of the company. Almost half of the companies also try to respond adequately to critical mentions of the company. The other reactive ORM tools which were investigated tend to be used somewhat marginally by the companies included in our research.

Conclusions and recommendations
On the basis of the results of the research, recommendations were proposed to make online communication by the chemical companies included in our research more effective in future.

The research found that for most of the companies which we analysed, Facebook is the most important social media for establishing their reputation. This is however a mistake from the point of view of the latest research, as the evolution of social media users is moving in a somewhat different direction. Based on the long-term development of the popularity of individual social networks, it can be recommended that chemical companies start using Instagram more, a channel which still tends to be seen as not very important from the point of view of the companies under investigation. Instagram in particular seems to have great potential for the future, as its number of users continues to grow, especially among the younger generations. In this context, it is also necessary to advise the companies under investigation to closely monitor trends in changes relating to user interest in various online media. Developments in this area are extremely dynamic and businesses which fail to respect societal trends can quickly fall behind in their efforts to manage their online reputation. 

The research shows that just under half of the chemical companies which took part in the research use SEO as a proactive tool to manage their reputation in the online environment. This can be assessed as insufficient. Consistent implementation of SEO will be crucial in the future as stakeholders increasingly use various internet search engines to get answers to their questions, within the framework of which effective SEO is a primary source of commercial success. Other proactive ORM tools which are currently rather neglected by the companies included in our research but promise significant potential in the future include podcasts, online events, the use of paid promotion and establishment of collaboration with influencers. 

An alarming finding from the research was that only 32% of the companies included in our research use analysis of reviews. This is completely inadequate from the point of view of optimal Online Reputation Management. Reviews tend to be the primary source of information for the vast majority of online shoppers today. For this reason, effective handling of review management is crucial to the success of a company and establishment of a positive online reputation for it. A company should learn not only how to use positive reviews to its advantage, but also how to respond to customer reviews correctly and how to deal with negative reviews (Klement, 2023). On the Internet, it is in particular speed and interactivity which are crucial factors, enabling companies to communicate with stakeholders individually. This is why companies should also focus more on active participation in online discussions, where the company can directly answer questions, resolve any potential problems and effectively develop its relationships with stakeholders in order to preserve and develop its reputation (Vaněčková, 2023). 

The main limitation of our research is the relatively small research sample which did not allow for more in-depth analysis of the results. Increasing the number of companies under investigation and also specifying information of interest to different groups of stakeholders in the online environment would be useful suggestions for further follow-up research.
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