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Community Literacy of Ontario is pleased to share the fourth and final newsletter from our 

project entitled Reducing Risk/Protecting People: Resources and Tools to Build Risk 

Management Capacity. This project is funded by the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges 

and Universities (MTCU). 

Risk management is an extremely important topic to LBS agencies, learners, clients, MTCU, 

other government ministries, and the general public. CLO’s Reducing Risk project is 

designed to give LBS agencies tools, resources and training to help them to improve their 

risk management processes and policies. 

As part of the Reducing Risk/Protecting People project, CLO has produced four webinars 

and four newsletters on the topics of: 

 Privacy (November 2012). The newsletter is available at 

www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/newslet/dec_2012_our_voice.pdf, and the 

recorded version of the webinar can be seen at https://vimeo.com/52630059 

 Cyber Risks (January 2013). The newsletter is available at 

www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/newslet/jan_2013_our_voice_cyber_risks.pdf, 

and the recorded version of the webinar can be seen at https://vimeo.com/57610015  

 Safety and Security (February 2013). The newsletter is available at 

www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/newslet/feb_2013_our_voice_safety_security.pdf  

and the recorded version of the webinar can be seen at https://vimeo.com/60569824 

 Risk to Reputation (March 2013). The recorded version of the webinar can be 

seen at https://vimeo.com/62194802  

Risk to reputation is a concern regardless of what 

activities literacy agencies are involved with. Whether 

it’s an issue of human resources management, financial 

management, protecting privacy, marketing, safety and 

security, teaching, partnering, fundraising or 

communicating, there is always an associated risk to an 

agency’s reputation. Reputations can take years to build 

and just a moment to damage. 

In this newsletter, CLO will share tips and strategies for building and maintaining a strong 

reputation as well as ways to manage if your reputation is damaged, whether by chance or 

through your own actions. 

http://www.nald.ca/clo
mailto:clo@bellnet.ca
http://www.facebook.com/CommunityLiteracyOntario
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Why is Your Reputation so Important? 
Reputation is how you are perceived by others. This is important because it can impact all of 

your organizational relationships. It comes into play when it’s time to raise money, when you 

want to attract new learners and more. You can’t put a dollar value on a good reputation, but 

a bad reputation can certainly cost you! 

Here are some of the areas where a good reputation plays an important role. 

 Recruitment of learners: If you have a strong reputation as an organization that delivers what it says it will 

and that offers quality learning opportunities, you are more likely to be able to recruit learners. You will be perceived 

as a place that people want to go to when it comes to enhancing their literacy skills.  

 Recruitment of volunteers: If you are known as an organization that values its volunteers, that gives them 

meaningful work to do, that remembers to say thank you and that has strong volunteer management policies and 

procedures in place, you are going to be able to attract the volunteers that you need. After all, who would want to 

volunteer for an organization that doesn’t treat its volunteers with respect? 

 Staff: People like to work for organizations with good reputations because they are generally good employers and 

pleasant places to work. However, no one likes to work for an agency that doesn’t follow sound HR practices, doesn’t 

honour its commitments, isn’t transparent or that can’t be trusted. 

 Funding and fundraising: If you are trying to raise money, whether from large funders or through community 

donations, your reputation will be a key factor when people are deciding where to give their money. If your 

organization is known as one that uses money responsibly, that delivers on its promises, that is transparent, and that 

has strong financial policies in place, you are more likely to receive the funds you are looking for. On the other hand, if 

you don’t complete funded projects, if there is no accountability for donated funds or if no one is sure what happens to 

the money they provide, you are far less likely to receive funding and donations. 

 Attracting new partners: If your organization has a strong reputation, other agencies will want to partner 

with you. If you have a good reputation as a partner that honours commitments, that does its share of the work and 

that produces results, you will find it easy to establish partnership relationships with other organizations. However, if 

you don’t pull your weight or you are hard to get along with, you will quickly get a reputation as being difficult, and you 

are less likely to attract other agencies to work with you. 

 Legal status: All LBS agencies in Ontario are required to be incorporated or to work under the direction of an 

incorporated body such as a multi-service centre, a library or another similar organization. Many community-based 

agencies are also registered charities. Although this is an extreme measure, a bad reputation could lead to loss of 

working relationships or even loss of status as a corporation and/or a charity if it is discovered that you have not met 

the legal requirements necessary to maintain your corporate status. 

 Insurance: If your organization follows good risk management practices, it should not be difficult to purchase 

insurance coverage from your insurer of choice. However, if you are known as an organization with unsound policies 

and poor safety practices, you may find that some companies will not want to take the risk of insuring you. 

It takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it.         

If you think about that, you’ll do things differently. 

~ Warren Buffet 
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Building a Strong Reputation 
Reputations don’t just happen. They are created over time. Strong reputations require a solid foundation of trust and 

accountability and a good track record. 

So how do you build a strong reputation? First of all, you do what you say you will do. If you commit to something, 

follow through. If you don’t, you will soon find that other agencies, funders, individuals and the public at large does 

not trust you to deliver what you say you will. Without this trust, you will soon lose students, volunteers, funders, 

donors and even staff. 

Open, honest and transparent communication is a key component to building a strong reputation. If no one hears from 

you, they will soon forget you exist! If they do hear from you, but they can’t count on what they are hearing, they are 

not going to think that you are a trustworthy partner or referral agency. Communicating regularly, openly and 

professionally with learners, volunteers, staff, funders, donors, community partners and the general public can go a 

long way to helping you build a maintain a solid reputation. 

Five Steps to Reducing Reputational Risk 
Like so many other risks, you may not be able to completely eliminate all risks to your 

agency’s reputation, but you can take steps to reduce the risk. Along with building a strong 

reputation on an ongoing basis, there are also some steps that you can take to help reduce 

the risk of something happening that will damage your reputation. Of course, there are 

always circumstances beyond your control, but with some deliberate ongoing strategies, you 

can avoid or lessen risk to your reputation. Here are five helpful steps you can take to help 

reduce the risk to your agency’s reputation: 

1. What do your stakeholders think about you?  

Listening to your stakeholders is always important. Their feedback can alert you to problem areas, and it can highlight 

things you do well. Armed with this knowledge, you can enhance your strengths and improve areas that need work.  

Who are your stakeholders? Every group that has something to do with your agency. This includes learners, 

volunteers, staff, partner agencies, referral agencies, funders, donors and the general public. You can gather 

stakeholder feedback in a variety of ways: through written surveys; through online surveys; through informal 

discussions when opportunities arise; through focus groups; and through exit surveys. Never be afraid to ask, “how do 

you think we are doing”? 

2. Do a reality check 

Are you doing what you say you do? For example, if you advertise that you offer six-week classes that provide learners 

with the skills they need to get a job at a call centre, do your exit statistics bear this out? If you recruit volunteers with 

a promise of providing regular, interesting volunteer opportunities, do you actually provide this? If you tell donors and 

funders that their money is being spent wisely, can you demonstrate how funds are spent and what outcomes are 

achieved? 

 

 

 

 

Reputation is something you are given by others, you do 

not choose it, others assign it to you, so its quality is a 

reflection of how they see you. 

~ Garry Honey in “A Short Guide to Reputation Risk” 
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3. Address potential problem areas 

It’s great to ask stakeholders for feedback about your agency and its programs, but what do you do with the 

information you gather? If the answer is nothing, then you are putting your reputation at risk. The point of 

gathering feedback is to learn and make improvements. Actually listening to your stakeholders and acting on their 

suggestions can help build your reputation. People like to know that they have been heard and that their feedback 

was valuable. 
 

4. Monitor stakeholder perception 

Check in with your stakeholders regularly. It’s great that you ask them for feedback, and 

that you act on that feedback, but you should also check back in with them. Find out if the 

changes you made were an improvement or not. Do they still think your agency is doing 

good work, or has their perception changed and if so, why? While it’s important to follow 

up and check in regularly, remember that you don’t want to bother people constantly. 

Determine a realistic timeline for checking in and plan accordingly. For example, you may 

want to hold a focus group with learners every couple of months, but you would only send 

a written survey request to partner agencies once a year. 
 

5. Consider your reputation in everything you do 

Whether it’s a major decision at the board level or sending a quick email to a volunteer, every action that is taken 

on behalf of the agency should consider the organization’s reputation. Ask yourself, how will our stakeholders 

perceive our actions and activities? For example, failing to proofread a media release could be very embarrassing 

for a literacy organization if there are spelling or grammar errors! If you are thinking about starting a new 

program, consider whether it is something that is a good fit for your agency and if stakeholders will agree or if 

they might think you are going beyond your mandate and encroaching on others’ territory. It is also important to 

consider ethics and integrity in general. In the words of C.S. Lewis, “integrity is doing the right thing when no one 

is watching”. So even if no one is likely to take notice of an action, ask yourself if it is indeed something that your 

agency should be doing. 

 

More Strategies for Building a Strong Reputation 
 

There are many ways that an organization can build on a strong foundation and ensure that its reputation remains 

strong and positive for years to come. Here are some of the key strategies. 

 Avoid mission drift. While it may be tempting to go beyond the organizational mandate in an attempt to 

bring in more funds or gain more clients, this can also be perceived as encroaching on another organization’s 

turf or making a play for their clients. Before starting up a new program or activity, it is important for the 

Board and staff to ask if this is really part of the agency’s mission and if this new activity is appropriate. 

 

 Be non-partisan. While literacy agencies can and should actively advocate for literacy issues, they should 

not take political sides. There is a fine line between supporting and advocating for the work that we do and 

the learners that we serve and becoming involved in partisan activity. Crossing this line can damage 

organizational reputation because it may appear that the agency is getting involved in areas it shouldn’t or 

that it is “taking sides” politically.  
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 Use taxpayer and donor money wisely. If you can demonstrate good financial management 

and good financial stewardship, both funders and donors will be more willing to provide you with the 

funds you need to deliver quality literacy services. 
 

 Be transparent. If the programs you deliver and the results you achieve can be easily recognized 

and are shared, stakeholders will have a better understanding and appreciation of the work you do. If 

they aren’t sure just what is happening behind the doors of your agency, they are less likely to trust 

and support the work that you do.  
 

 Have sound policies and procedures — and follow them! One sure way of developing and maintaining a 

strong reputation is to have good organizational policies. When there are clear processes and procedures in place, the 

organization is more transparent and can demonstrate good management and sound practices. For example, if your 

agency has a policy to return all emails and phone calls within 24 hours and it does that, people will recognize that it is 

responsive and a good communicator. If you are consistent with intake procedures and dealing with complaints, you 

will be recognized as fair. If, on the other hand, you contravene your social media policy and allow inappropriate 

content on your Facebook page or blog, you will not be perceived in a positive light. 
 

 Respect all areas of risk management. Risk management is a broad topic that covers all areas of program 

management. Having good policies and procedures in all areas will help you build and maintain a good reputation. For 

example, be sure to follow and respect all laws and policies regarding privacy and confidentiality. If you cannot keep 

learner information confidential or ensure that sensitive data is kept under lock and key and password protected, 

people will not trust you with their information. 
 

 Follow up with stakeholders. Talk to your stakeholders regularly and find out if they think you are doing a good 

job. If not, ask them what you could do better. 
 

 Remember to acknowledge stakeholders. It never hurts to say thank you. Reward and acknowledge 

volunteers for the work that they do. Show your staff that you appreciate them. Thank funders and donors and 

acknowledge them publicly where appropriate. 
 

 Encourage feedback. Stakeholders should feel welcome to provide constructive feedback and positive comments. 

They should know that you welcome their input and that you respect their opinion. 
 

 Build a strong reputation. Having a long-term good reputation with stakeholders can help you weather a rough 

patch. If you regularly demonstrate that you are trustworthy, responsible and transparent, stakeholders are likely to be 

understanding in the event that a problem arises. 
 

 Remember that everything is public! In today’s world of social media and instant communications, it’s hard to 

have any little slip go unnoticed. Emails can be forwarded, tweets can be retweeted and Facebook posts can be shared. 

Cell phones with cameras are everywhere, and mistakes are often caught and shared on YouTube! It’s a public world, so 

taking care with your communications and online image is important. 
 

 Appoint a spokesperson. Many organizations have one or two key people that act as official spokespeople for the 

organization. This may be the Chair of the Board, or it could be a staff member responsible for communications. The 

benefits of having an appointed spokesperson can include having a standard, approved message delivered and having a 

“go-to” person who is available for public comment. 
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 Don’t burn bridges. While it may be tempting to sever a relationship with an individual or organization that you 

don’t like or that you have had difficulty with, it is better to maintain an ongoing relationship if at all possible. At some 

point in the future, you may need to work together, and that may be difficult if you have acted unprofessionally with 

them in the past. 

 Be proactive. Don’t wait until something goes wrong to worry about your reputation. Use these strategies to take 

the pulse of your reputation with your various stakeholders, and if there are potential problem areas, address them 

before they do become a problem. 

 

Social Media Strategies 
Social media has allowed organizations to create online presences and to reach out and 

interact with people and agencies across the world on an almost instant basis. While this 

has many positives, it also carries a real risk to reputation. Here are some strategies to help 

you develop and maintain an effective and vibrant social media profile without damaging 

your organization’s reputation. 

Keep your personal accounts separate from organizational accounts. Create a Facebook page and a Twitter 

account for your agency that include the agency’s name and mission. Facebook allows you to easily create and maintain an 

organizational page that your stakeholders can follow and interact with rather than giving them access to your personal 

profile. A word of advice, however: always double-check to see if you are posting as yourself or as your agency to ensure 

that the right people are seeing your post and that you don’t post a personal message on your agency account! This can 

easily happen when using some social media tools, and there are numerous examples of embarrassing posts to the wrong 

social media account that have resulted in employees being reprimanded or even losing their jobs. 

Think about your social media name. It’s always best to use your organizational name, but if you can’t do this for 

some reason or you are trying to be creative, remember that the name you choose will impact the perception that others 

have. So while “Love2Learn” would be a good choice; however, “Struggling2Learn” could convey a negative perception! 

Think before you click. Sometimes, it is tempting to post something controversial or funny. However, take a moment 

before you click “post” or “submit”. For example, if the post could be considered as supporting a specific political party, it 

would be wiser not to post it. If you are responding to a blog or to someone else’s online content, perhaps your post could 

be considered as being unfair or unreasonable. A good rule of thumb before posting any content or comments is to think 

“would I be comfortable seeing this on the front page of tomorrow’s newspaper” or “what would my mother think”? 

Monitor your social media accounts. Even if you aren’t able to post a new update every day, you still need to check 

in on your social media accounts to see what others might have added to your page or your blog. Sometimes people post 

“spam” or inappropriate content, and you want to be sure to remove this as soon as possible. Leaving this type of post 

unmonitored leaves you exposed to several types of reputation risk, i.e., people may believe what is posted about you, or 

they may think that you agree with what was posted, or they may think that you aren’t very careful about your online 

presence. 

Appoint a social media spokesperson. One or more individuals should be given the responsibility of maintaining 

your agency’s social media profile. This allows for consistency of messaging and makes it easier to adhere to your social 

media policy. 

Establish and follow a strong social media policy. For examples of what to include, be sure to see CLO’s Cyber 

Risks newsletter at www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/newslet/jan_2013_our_voice_cyber_risks.pdf  

Life 
Work 

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/newslet/jan_2013_our_voice_cyber_risks.pdf
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Damage Control 
Despite your best efforts, there may be times when your reputation is at risk or 

is damaged. How do you react? Here are some strategies for coping, both 

when you did something to cause that damage and when it was something 

outside of your control. 

 

If you are in the wrong … 

 Own up to your mistake and make it right as quickly as possible. Generally, people respect a sincere apology 

and an effort to rectify a mistake. On the other hand, people quickly recognize an insincere apology, so when you say 

“sorry”, be sure to mean it! Most people realize that mistakes happen and they are willing to forgive and forget, 

particularly if you have already established a strong foundation of trust. 

 Convince your stakeholders that you have made changes or reparations. Depending on the severity of the 

situation, you may want to advise the injured party of the steps you have taken to fix the mistake. You could do this by 

an email or even a public statement if the situation warrants. 

 Listen. Talk to the person, people or organization that was affected by your mistake. Get their version of 

events so that you understand why they are upset or what they think you did wrong. 

 Follow your policies. If you have a policy in place for the particular situation, be sure to follow it. If you don’t have a 

policy, use the situation to help you develop one to avoid problems in the future. 

 Take a breath. Before you comment publicly (in person or online, in writing or verbally), take a breath and think about 

what you are going to say or write. Remember that everything is readily made public, so you want to be sure that you 

are responding professionally and with integrity. 

 

If it’s not your fault … 

 Gather your supporters and friends. Have them make factual, positive statements on your behalf or post on your 

social media profiles. Don’t ask people to exaggerate or embellish, but do have them state clearly and positively why 

you have done nothing wrong. Ask Board members, learners, volunteers, staff and even donors and funders to speak up 

on your behalf (if appropriate). 

 State your own case. Remember to be clear and to the point. State the facts and let them speak for themselves. 

 Disable comments. Sometimes it is a good idea to defuse a situation by simply closing down the ability for others to 

make comments. In a meeting, you can call for a break or even an adjournment. In the online world, you can 

temporarily disable the ability to post on your Facebook wall or to comment on your blog. 

 Silence can be golden. Sometimes, no response is the best response. It may be best to ignore what someone says or 

to delete a comment rather than respond to it. Answering a false allegation can sometimes cause more problems than 

the original allegation. This is a judgment call, but at times biting your lip really is the best thing to do. Remember that 

some statements simply don’t justify a response, especially if you have already built a strong relationship with your 

stakeholders. 

 Don’t feed the trolls. In the online world, there are some people who simply like to taunt and bait others. These are 

known as trolls, and it is best to ignore them. They will eventually go away. In extreme cases you could restrict them 

from commenting on your blog or Facebook page.  
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Falls) 

 Alfred Jean-Baptiste (Toronto) 

 Teresa Kerr (Peterborough) 

 Eileen Lee (Huntsville) 

 Patti Miller (London) 

 Maria Reolin (Mississauga) 

 Marsha Roadhouse (Belleville) 

 Johanna White (Red Lake) 

 

CLO’s STAFF 

 Joan Beaudry (Office Administrator) 

 Jette Cosburn (Co-Executive Director) 

 Joanne Kaattari (Co-Executive Director) 

 Vicki Trottier (Online Learning Consultant ) 

 

March 2013 Newsletter  

Research and writing by Vicki Trottier             

Editing by Joanne Kaattari                  

 

OUR FUNDER 

Community Literacy of Ontario is funded by the 

Government of Ontario, under:  

Helpful Resources 

Community Literacy of Ontario is 
thrilled to release our newest 
resource: Reducing Risk/Protecting 
People: An Annotated Guide to Risk 
Management Resources.  
 
Literacy and Basic Skills agencies and 
employment service providers care 
deeply about reducing risk and 
protecting people. However, it can be 
difficult to find the time to locate the 
information, training, resources, samples and tools required to 
tune-up risk management practices. To help with this process, 
CLO’s new guide shares tools, resources and online training 
opportunities designed to help agencies improve their risk 
management processes and policies.  
 
Our Reducing Risk/Protecting People guide is focused on the 
following areas: cyber risks; finance; governance; human 
resources; privacy; safety and security; and risk to reputation. 

CLO’s Reducing Risk/Protecting People was funded by the Ministry 
of Training, Colleges and Universities and circulated in print 
format to all community-based literacy agencies, literacy support 
organizations and MTCU. It is also freely available online: 
www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/resource/pdfs/
reducing_risk_annotated_guide.pdf  
 
There are many helpful websites that you can visit to find resources 
and tools about risk to reputation. Here are just a few: 
 

 Imagine Canada’s Insurance & Liability Resource Centre for 

Nonprofits: http://nonprofitrisk.imaginecanada.ca/node/667     
 

 Nonprofit Risk Management Centre: www.nonprofitrisk.org  
 

 A Short Guide to Reputation Risk:  

www.gowerpublishing.com/pdf/SamplePages/

Short_Guide_to_Reputation_Risk_Honey_Ch1.pdf    
 

 Reputation Management: http://managementhelp.org/

publicrelations/reputation-management.htm 

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/resource/pdfs/reducing_risk_annotated_guide.pdf
http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/resource/pdfs/reducing_risk_annotated_guide.pdf
http://nonprofitrisk.imaginecanada.ca/node/667
http://www.nonprofitrisk.org
http://www.gowerpublishing.com/pdf/SamplePages/Short_Guide_to_Reputation_Risk_Honey_Ch1.pdf
http://www.gowerpublishing.com/pdf/SamplePages/Short_Guide_to_Reputation_Risk_Honey_Ch1.pdf
http://managementhelp.org/publicrelations/reputation-management.htm
http://managementhelp.org/publicrelations/reputation-management.htm
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