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A good reputation, as Warren Buffet famously pointed out, ‘takes  
20 years to build and only five minutes to ruin.’ His observation  
holds more truth for more organisations today than ever before.

Reputation is far more than image 
or public perception. It’s a major 
component of value–how one creates 
and renews the trust that underpins 
the ability to attract and retain 
customers, transact business and 
compete in global markets. And it’s 
increasingly vulnerable.

A broad concept, reputation 
comprises a wide range of factors 
that arise from the performance 
standards an organisation sets 
for itself—and has imposed upon 
them—by other stakeholders. These 
performance indicators range from 
the straightforward–simply doing 

what you’ve said you’ll do–to more 
subtle considerations such as how 
employees and representatives 
behave in their dealings with 
customers, suppliers and more 
generally in the market and wider 
society. The importance of each 
component of reputation (and 
therefore trust) varies according 
to the specific business and the 
requirements of each sector. While 
fundamentals will remain consistent–
delivering on promises, for example–
every organisation will have a key 
set of measures or performance 
indicators that matter most to them 
and their stakeholders.
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Assuring customer confidence in a complex 
environment

A company that provides end-to-end management services to shipping 
container owners needed to provide greater transparency of their 
processes in order to assure their clients that they were receiving complete, 
accurate and valid financial information. It is a complex environment, 
requiring liaison with several parties, including the port authorities, port 
owners, shipping company, shipping agents/customers and reporting to 
the ultimate owners of the containers.

To provide container owners with increased confidence required 
the business to understand its end to end processes, and to develop 
appropriate control objectives and assertions to enhance trust and 
transparency in their processes.

Enhancing controls 
for competitiveness

Following the financial crisis, 
prime brokers are having to 
reassure their clients that 
they have the right financial 
controls in place to mitigate 
any unnecessary risk. This has 
now become a key selection 
criterion. Improving these 
processes can result in winning 
more business in the market.

To achieve that, they need 
to objectively enhance and 
optimise their financial 
processes and controls. This 
ensures the information they 
receive and communicate 
is reliable, timely and 
comprehensive, and enables 
them to make better, more 
informed risk decisions.

High stakes to adapt to

Multiple developments in global 
business conditions are raising 
the stakes for all those responsible 
for ensuring their organisation’s 
reputation. Among these forces 
are a challenging and highly 
competitive economic environment; 
more intense regulatory scrutiny 
and unprecedented availability of 
information about an organisation’s 
activities to anyone who wants it. 
And CEOs recognise not only that the 
environment is changing, but more 
importantly that they have to adapt 
their approach in order to operate 
successfully. Trust is the prerequisite 
for everything CEOs hope to achieve 
as they move from risk management 
to resilience. As this year’s 16th 
Annual Global CEO Survery reports, 
‘Businesses’ efforts to target the right 
opportunities, increase customer 

demand and loyalty and improve 
operational effectiveness are only 
as effective as their ability to build 
trustworthy relationships with all 
their stakeholders.’ As one chief 
executive of a global oil major put 
it: ‘In this world we have to step 
up in our communication. If you 
work in a big company, forget that 
society will think ‘Trust me as a big 
company.’ Society says, ‘Show me,’ 
‘Be transparent,’ and ‘Why should I 
believe you?’1

What’s more, mitigating threats to 
performance and/or containing 
their potential impacts is, in today’s 
environment, much more difficult. 
The option to do or say nothing in the 
face of an adverse turn of events is 
rarely available.

1 Former CEO of Royal Dutch Shell Jeroen van der 
Veer, quoted in McKinsey Quarterly, July 2009

Trust is the prerequisite for everything CEOs hope to achieve as  
they move from risk management to resilience.
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Improving customer 
confidence in 
environmental 
commitments

In line with its legal 
commitment to deliver a 
34% cut in carbon emissions 
by 2020, the UK needs to 
use more low carbon fuels 
in the future. EDF sought to 
demonstrate its commitment 
to carbon reduction in the UK 
to develop and validate its Blue 
Promise, a promise to source 
and match low carbon energy 
for customers. Independently 
validating its promise by 
assuring the right processes 
and controls to match Blue 
customers’ energy consumption 
to that of a low carbon nuclear 
energy supply and make sure 
the promise was met.

By offering this assurance, 
EDF is able to build more 
trust and confidence that 
they will always deliver on 
their promises to customers. 
It’s also able to demonstrate 
commitment to addressing 
climate change, which helps 
build both loyalty with 
customers and highlights EDF’s 
integrity to the wider world.

Measures that matter

Organisations operate in a complex, 
interconnected world. Outsourcing, 
cloud computing, lengthy and 
complex supply chains and global 
operations all serve to create myriad 
risks. As the need to do the right 
thing–and be seen doing it–becomes 
a business imperative for achieving 
resilience in order to survive and 
thrive, all organisations need to 
ensure that they take a proactive 
approach to understanding, 
managing and assuring their overall 
performance far more effectively.

To do that, every business needs 
to take control of the performance 
measures that matter most to them 
and their stakeholders. By doing so, 
they will be able to manage their 
reputation as a major contribution 
to their competitive differentiation 
and grow the value that markets and 
customers perceive they offer. They 
need to seize control of the agenda. 

But gaining that control is made 
more difficult by an additional 
complicating factor in today’s 
business environment: the influence 
that each organisation has over its 
key measures of performance is not 
solely within its own direct grasp 
or control. Global organisations are 
formed from a complicated web of 
relationships and dependencies. 

Third parties are likely to perform 
a wide range of activities on behalf 
of another business. Supply chains 
now take in multiple partners 
and suppliers. Data is likely to 
be managed across multiple 
centres in different jurisdictions. 
Customer-facing processes are 
performed from offshore locations. 
Corporate functions such as finance, 
procurement, HR and IT may 
be globally distributed through 
outsourcing arrangements. The 
performance of any one of these 
could have a material impact on 
the organisation.

So not only do all leaders need to 
know that what their organisations 
say and what they do are consistent, 
stack up and don’t leave them 
exposed, they also need to apply 
that same rigour to third parties. 
The consequences of failing to 
do so could be grave. Rebuilding 
a reputation takes a lot of time, 
effort and money. PR firm Weber 
Shandwick carried out a survey in 
2007 that estimated the average time 
for a global business to fully recover 
from a damaged reputation as 3.5 
years. For some businesses in recent 
years reputational damage has been 
irrevocable. Companies have been 
so weakened that they have either 
become vulnerable to acquisition or 
even gone out of business altogether.

Business needs to take control of the performance measures that 
matter most.
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No excuse for ignorance

Business leaders have few–if 
any–excuses for not knowing 
the answers to critical questions. 
Markets, investors, customers and 
governments will not overlook failure 
on the grounds that information 
was unavailable. Their response 
is likely to be unforgiving. And 
while this year’s 16th Annual CEO 
Survey reports that businesses 
do recognise the importance of 

Long and short-term financial performance are predicated on robust 
performance information. Having confidence in that information 
is essential.

Assuring IT controls in 
multi-customer  
Cloud environments

The Cloud creates the 
possibility of agile, flexible 
and cost effective on-demand 
IT infrastructure and services. 
But providers have to assure 
customers that their IT 
controls and processes are 
sufficiently robust. 

One technology company 
manages IT infrastructure to 
provide cloud services and 
solutions across a broad range 
of industries. As the services 
provided include housing 
customers’ infrastructure upon 
which the customers’ strategic 
data resides and key services 
to manage the operations and 
security of this environment, 
the business has to provide 
comfort over the controls and 
processes in place to manage 
the services underlying the 
cloud solutions.

their corporate reputation and the 
pact of trust it must have with its 
external stakeholders, business 
leaders recognise they need to 
rebuild trust with a stronger social 
mandate, starting within their 
organisations. Boards and senior 
management therefore need to ask 
the right questions–and further seek 
assurance that the answers they 
receive are accurate, dependable 
and robust enough to share with 
their stakeholders.
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Without asking questions like these, 
many organisations will continue 
to make decisions with information 
that is unreliable, inconsistent and 
even misleading. In doing so, they 
run considerable risks–not just from 
potentially failing to meet regulatory 
or compliance standards. Without the 
right information, reaching the right 
people at the right time, organisations 
won’t be able to build and foster 
long-term trusted relationships 
with their customers, investors and 
other stakeholders. Both short and 
long term financial performance are 
predicated on robust performance 
information. Having confidence 
in that information is essential 

Ask yourself...

•	 What	are	the	critical	areas/activities	you	need	to	really	know about?	

•	 Internally–what	are	you	reporting on?

•	 How	are	you	getting	comfort	that	the	information	is correct?	

•	 For	external	reporting–what	are	you	reporting	to	whom	and	how	
have	you	assured	yourself	that	it’s	accurate,	reliable	and	covers	the	
measures	that	matter?

•	 What	are	your	critical	third	party	relationships/dependencies–how	
do	you	know	what	they’re	telling	you	about	their	performance	stacks	
up	and	will	withstand	critical scrutiny?

•	 How	have	reporting	requirements	and	the	demands	on	your	
organisation	evolved	beyond	the	statutory	annual	report?

as it forms the basis on which 
management, Boards and external 
stakeholders make key decisions. 
The type of information that analysts 
and investors seek and increasingly 
demand also extends beyond 
traditional financial measures. They 
need to understand a company’s 
performance in many different ways 
to make sound investment decisions. 
Assurance that performance is being 
achieved, therefore, has a key role 
to play. It offers a source of powerful 
differentiation–and a solid platform 
for competitive outperformance and 
value creation. Don’t wait to find out 
what you should have known. By 
then, it may be too late. 
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