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Jakub Soviar 1,*, Martin Holubčík 1 , Josef Vodák 1, Miroslav Rechtorík 1 and
František Pollák 2

1 Department of Management Theories, Faculty of Management Science and Informatics, University of Žilina,
Univerzitná 8215/1, 010 26 Žilina, Slovakia; martin.holubcik@fri.uniza.sk (M.H.);
josef.vodak@fri.uniza.sk (J.V.); miroslav.rechtorik@fri.uniza.sk (M.R.)

2 Department of Tourism and Hotel Management, Faculty of Management, University of Prešov,
Konštantínova 16, 080 01 Prešov, Slovakia; frantisek.pollak@unipo.sk

* Correspondence: jakub.soviar@fri.uniza.sk; Tel.: +42-14-1513-4462

Received: 13 March 2019; Accepted: 30 March 2019; Published: 10 April 2019
����������
�������

Abstract: This article deals with the analysis of the reputation of global automobile manufacturers
primarily in the territory of the Slovak Republic for their comparison. The reputation of brands in
the wider Central European and global context has also been considered. The selected brands were
Volkswagen, Toyota, KIA, and Peugeot. Selected car brands either have a production plant in Slovakia
or are well known in Slovakia, thanks to high global brand awareness. E-business marketing activities
in the automotive sector are a major challenge to sustainability in the industry. The analysis took
into account official information provided by automotive companies for the purpose of reputation
management, as well as external data such as automotive media articles, independent reviews and
customer feedback. The findings of the article include a detailed analysis of the online reputation of
examined individual brands. The article also provides a list of the most important factors that can
positively or negatively affect brand reputation, defined based on previous analysis. In conclusion,
the authors try to make use of the findings and build a brief set of recommendations on how to
correctly apply the reputation management principles to the overall strategy of the organization.

Keywords: online reputation; automotive industry; marketing; sustainable online reputation; Slovak
republic market perspective

1. Introduction

The sustainability of managerial and marketing activities is increasingly focusing on the use of
information and communication technologies and online reputation is one of the most useful marketing
activities within E-business. The automotive industry is one of the most competitive environments
and future sustainability is a challenge. This article describes and analyzes the activities of several
major automakers on the Central European market.

From the era of Henry Ford’s production marketing management, when demand well outpaced
supply and the available product was immediately successful on the market, to the present times
of hyper supply and hyper information time, the number of variables necessary to actively manage
marketing activities (particularly reputation management or reputation) has multiplied to almost
countless dimensions. The online environment plays an increasingly important role in customer
decision-making. The same applies to brand perception. The building of it is subjected to several
factors. The key role here is the experience of customers with real products and the communication
of brands towards the public. Both factors are intensely penetrating the online environment. Firstly,

Sustainability 2019, 11, 2132; doi:10.3390/su11072132 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5200-2441
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6346-8629
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/7/2132?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11072132
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2019, 11, 2132 2 of 21

customer response is faster and more dynamic. This also creates a whole network of opinion leaders
and influencers and the media that provide information. Brands themselves also use all available
online communication tools to manage their reputation. This article deals with important brands
from the automotive industry. We chose them based on the perspective of the Slovak Republic, which
is currently the leader in the production of passenger cars [1]. VW, KIA, and Peugeot have large
production capacities in Slovakia. Since it is a global leader in the automotive industry, we also chose
Toyota for the reference strength of their brand. In the analysis, we have always focused on the
information on individual brands presented at the Central European to the international level and we
have gradually focused on the situation in Slovakia. The Slovak context is essential, but not decisive,
as we have always considered the wider international context.

The reputation of companies operating in the automotive industry has been investigated so far in
several studies. In Slovakia, Dorčák [2] examined the online reputation of 10 best-selling automobile
brands in Slovakia and found that active reputation management with online tools is capable of
greatly mediating communication between the company and the public. In the global context, foreign
authors [3], in their research on three automobile brands Tesla, Toyota, and Volvo, have shown a
positive impact on the loyalty of customers in the automotive sector. On the other hand, the presumed
direct impact of the reputation on the profit of automotive companies [4] was not shown in Sandu’s
research. This may point to the intangible nature of reputation as a business source.

Contrary to the above-mentioned research, our research focuses primarily on the identification of
specific factors that have a positive or negative impact on the reputation of the examined automotive
companies in the conditions of the Slovak Republic.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. The Position of Online Reputation

The notion of online reputation can also be defined as the overall presence of a company on
the Internet, taking into account their websites, social networks, blogs, and other means [5]. Online
reputation represents a publicly held social assessment of the company. The assessment is based on
past company contributions and on what the third parties have shared on the Internet [6].

It is thanks to online reputation and tools of online reputation that the company can often
eliminate crisis situations that could or already did damage its name. On the other hand, more and
more customers are increasingly relying on “online” opinions and other people’s experiences. It is,
therefore, necessary for companies to constantly monitor their activities and their own statements
in the virtual environment [7]. Based on research [5], it can be argued that businesses with a good
online reputation may demand higher prices for their products than those with a worse reputation.
Reputation systems have been developed to monitor online reputation. These systems use the Internet
to collect user opinions about products, transactions, and events, then group them, evaluate them,
and make them public for all users. Online reputation systems are divided into two basic groups as
follows [8]:

• Centralized systems in which central servers are used to collect, process, and distribute information;
• Scattered systems relying on a non-central structure in which reputation information is retained

by the users themselves.

From a company perspective, there is no need to ask about the importance of online reputation. It
is important to analyze the current state of the company and to start managing this online reputation
on the basis of online reputation management. The company must try to maintain control of its brand.
They should know that the number of potential customers in the virtual environment is constantly
increasing, along with the availability of Internet access and the availability of information on the
Internet [9].

A comprehensive approach of a company leads to the sustainability of active online marketing in
a competitive automotive (not only) market. Online marketing has a direct impact on reputable brand
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management. Given the relatively open nature of the Internet, it is only a matter of time before third
parties take a more prominent role in building the impact of automotive companies. In that case, a
given car brand loses its direct impact on the active behaviour of the profile and the authenticity of the
presented content, thus, exposing itself to an increased risk of falling under the unfavorable pressure
of competition in increasingly stronger market conditions [2].

While respecting all the above, the importance of geographical identity, culture, and customer
mentality can be considered. An example of this is the difference in the perception of the recent
ecological case of Volkswagen, when the reputation of the company in the US suffered great damage.
For this fraud, with manipulated and falsified emission tests, the company was fined $18 billion.
Eventually, Volkswagen paid the United States $4.3 billion and an additional $14 billion in damages to
car owners (up to $10,000) affected by the case, through lost court cases. The carmaker has admitted
that the total bill that it must pay for the scandal will be more than the $18.2 billion planned budget
that the company planned to use to settle the case. When this fraud became public, the stock value of
the carmaker fell by as much as 40%, in the course of a few days, to less than $100 per share. Although
the current share value is $152, it has not yet returned to its pre-crisis value, when it exceeded $160.
Even though the scandal broke out in the US, it had an impact on the whole world. Paradoxically, it
did not affect Central Europe as much, even though diesel vehicles in Europe represent up to 41% of
all cars. Even in Slovakia, there were up to 45,000 cars that had emissions deficiencies, but according
to Zoroslav Smolinski, chairman of local trade unions at VW in Bratislava, the fraud did not affect
them at all. There were no redundancies or wage cuts. According to the author of the article, in 2016
VW has even become a global leader in the number of cars sold, with the company estimated to have
increased sales by 4%, to a record of 10.3 million cars sold [2,10].

2.2. The Bonds Between Sustainability and Reputation

The main ideas of sustainability include the effort to preserve our planet and to pass it on to future
generations at least in the state it is now. Ideally, both society and people should strive to achieve
an even greater goal and apply the principles of sustainability to such an extent that each generation
makes the world better than it was made by the generation before.

A sustainable approach to entrepreneurship is based on a long-term value creation that combines
innovation, open co-operation with stakeholders, and engagement with the community. To properly
implement the sustainability principles, it is necessary for the company to change its traditional
approach to entrepreneurship and to recognize the key importance of issues such as job creation, value
creation, environmental problems, community problems, the use of new technologies, legal limitations,
and requirements of the State [11].

Some companies are aware of the importance of sustainable development and manage to get the
image of a sustainable company into the public eye. A better image is then reflected by improved
reputation, which can help companies gain a competitive advantage. In addition to improving the
image, the use of sustainable development can also bring productivity growth to companies [12].

Based on the positive or negative reputation of the company, employees choose the company they
want to work for, the investors choose the company they want to invest in, and the customers choose
the company from which they buy the products or services.

In Slovak, major newspapers call sustainability a megatrend and claim that it will affect all
companies, industries, and employees in the future and, at the same time, state that the approach that
a company chooses to introduce sustainability will have a profound effect on its competitiveness or
even its survival in the future.

The importance of sustainability and a sustainable reputation is also confirmed by surveys.
In 2011, up to 67% of surveyed managers said sustainability was the key to gaining a competitive
advantage. Another survey, in the same year, also explored the motivation of companies and managers
to promote sustainability. Up to 41% of managers identified improvement of the company’s reputation
as the main reason for implementing the sustainability principles in their company [13]. Garberg also
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assumes that improving reputation is one of the main reasons for the implementation of sustainability
principles [14].

There are several ways in which the company can achieve a sustainable reputation. The first and
most progressive way is to apply the principles of all three pillars of sustainability in the company. In
this case, the company should carry out these activities closely linked to the concept of sustainability,
for example [1]:

• Operate as a green company, use the alternative energy sources and recycle generated waste;
• carefully select the material and use it as efficiently as possible without undue environmental or

economic loss;
• Protect the health and safety of employees and treat them within the context of social justice;
• Accept the company as part of a wider community (local, regional, and global) and to try to

contribute to its development, etc.

Even though many companies try to gain a reputation as a sustainable company, gain competitive
advantage, and meet the demands of all stakeholders, only a few of them really fully apply the
principles of all three pillars of sustainability.

Another way to improve reputation through sustainability is to create an image of a company
that will gradually implement individual aspects and principles of sustainability in the future. In
this case, the company can benefit from the competitive advantages associated with the image of
sustainability, even if its principles are not widely used yet. Building a company’s reputation on
the road to sustainability can be managed if the company is really trying to fully implement the
sustainability principles into its processes. Some companies, however, focus on building a sustainable
reputation because they see it as financially beneficial and do nothing more sustainable than their
competitors [15]. Some people have more natural distrust than others and they demand more interest
and more effort from the company [16].

Today, company sustainability is the result of the long-term development of ethical business
practices, meaning it is important to take care of socially responsible business in the company [17].
Sustainability was also defined by Bergman as a “systematic business approach and strategy that takes
into account the long-term social and environmental impact of all economically motivated business
behaviours in the interests of consumers, employees and owners or shareholders” [18]. Independent
external resources that help to build a sustainability reputation include, for example, reputation
indexes, sustainability indexes, certificates, independent reports on actual sustainability outcomes,
etc. Each of the internal or external reputation builders has a different importance and can otherwise
influence the views of customers and other stakeholders and, thereby, can subsequently, positively or
negatively, affect the overall sustainable development reputation of the company [1].

Another tool for influencing a company’s own sustainability reputation is corporate sustainability
disclosure. This is voluntary information provided by a company that helps show legitimate business
behaviour, educate and inform stakeholders, and influence their expectations. Corporate sustainability
disclosure serves to build reputation by providing information about the company’s environmental,
social, and economic results to its stakeholders. At the same time, it also helps to reduce the risk
associated with managing the reputation of the company [19]. If the company succeeds in convincing
people to persuade stakeholders about their efforts to build sustainable growth and contribute to
improving the world’s conditions, it will also improve its overall reputation. If a company already
has a strong reputation, in terms of sustainability, it can use the corporate sustainability disclosure to
maintain it. The amount of sustainability disclosures and their range can affect the overall reputation
of the company and, thus, provide it with a competitive advantage [20].

Sustainability helps the company reduce public pressure, increase public tolerance in the event
of future problems, acquire new licenses, or attract new investors [21]. Acquisition of new investors
can significantly boost the future growth and development of the company. Companies performing
sustainability and social responsibility activities can positively influence their reputation, making
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them more attractive candidates for domestic and foreign investors. Companies that improve their
reputation through the implementation of sustainability principles send a reliable and meaningful
signal to investors, reducing their uncertainty and providing important information.

As has already been mentioned, sustainability brings together three basic aspects. Those are
economic, environmental, and social aspects. The impact of the individual aspects of sustainability on
reputation was studied by Leaniz and Bosque [22]. In his study, he found that the implementation
of all three aspects of sustainability had a positive impact on the overall reputation of the company.
However, the size of the impact varies.

According to the study, the economic aspect of sustainability has the biggest impact on reputation.
The company should, therefore, address the issue of long-term and sustainable economic growth
and value for all stakeholders to build a reputation when communicating with them. The economic
aspect is followed by the social aspect. The initiative to address social issues, active participation and
collaboration in the creation of cultural and social events, and the improvement of the social level of
the community in which the company is located are ideal tools for improving reputation. At the same
time, however, it is necessary for the company to communicate all the above-mentioned activities
correctly to all stakeholders. According to de Leaniz and Bosque, environmental activities, such as
recycling, the use of alternative energy sources, and the maximization of material efficiency, have the
least impact on the reputation of the company.

Successful implementation of all three pillars of sustainability and gaining a reputation as a
sustainable company can also have direct financial benefits for the company. There is a direct link
between the market value of the company and its reputation, in terms of sustainability. Companies
with a positive reputation in the above-mentioned area generally have a higher market value than
companies that do not have such a reputation [23]. This fact can be explained, to a certain extent,
by the higher willingness of foreign investors to invest in companies with a sustainable reputation.
A company implementing sustainability principles gives all stakeholders, including the potential
investors, the impression that they are effectively trying to build up their reputation. At the same
time, however, it must be remembered that not all companies that have a positive reputation, in
terms of sustainability, have achieved it by a complicated implementation of the principles of all three
aspects of sustainability. Some have succeeded in gaining it through clever use of publicity. In this
case, a company perceived as a sectoral leader, in terms of sustainability, does not necessarily have to
outperform its competitors in any of the three aspects of sustainability [1].

2.3. Processing of Our Theoretical Framework

In order to perform our research, a theoretical framework based on corporate reputation was
examined, with the aim of producing a knowledge base for our research. We have focused our effort
on issues in the online environment, which, according to the theory, have a significant impact on an
organization´s reputation. Other theoretical concepts helped us to analyze the gathered information,
e.g., semantic analysis or the common scientific method of content analysis. Existing theory about
sustainability showed us the importance of analyzing these issues from wider point of view. To be more
specific, this theory tells us about ideal processes and about how they could and should work together
for complex positive synergy. When we incorporate this point of view into our analysis, we are able to
analyze and evaluate these issues in a more critical way. We have also used theory about sustainability,
in this discussion, to provide recommendations considering sustainable online reputation.

3. Materials and Methods

As the main method, we chose a content analysis of available online information. We focused
on four strong brands from the automotive industry. Three of them were selected because they have
production plants in Slovakia (VW, KIA, PSA). We chose Toyota for their long-term reference power
in the industry. We deliberately did not include brand Škoda in the analysis, mainly since it has a
very strong position in Slovakia. It is the best-selling and most popular brand of passenger cars on the



Sustainability 2019, 11, 2132 6 of 21

Slovak market [24]. That’s why we chose the brand of the company that also includes the Škoda brand,
specifically, the Volkswagen Group.

The analysis focused on the three main information levels available online, as follows: (1)
Information about the brand from the main official source company (brand), meaning the main
brand websites of their European offices; (2) information about the brands from their official sources
in the Slovak Republic; (3) information about the brand from diverse sources in the Slovak Republic,
meaning articles on automobile sites, reviews and comparisons, customer responses, mentions in
newspapers and newspaper websites, and social network groups.

By applying this form of analysis, we monitored whether brand management is consistent from
the primary European source, through the local Slovak market, to the perception by the public
and customers.

The reasons why we chose a perspective from the Slovak Republic are the following: (a) This is
the country where we live, so the analysis of the market is important for us; (b) Slovakia, as part of the
European Union, is a good example of how rigorous and perceived global automobile brands, in the
online area, are at the regional level; (c) there are currently VW, KIA, PSA and, the latest, Jaguar-Land
Rover production plants in the Slovak republic and the country produces the most cars per capita. This
fact significantly influences the Slovak public. Automotive companies are the key employers and are
doing several CSR activities [25]. (d) The Slovak economy is growing, as is the purchasing power of
the population and the purchase of new cars is particularly dynamic. As a result, the Slovak customer
is relatively attractive for global brands [26]. (e) Slovakia has been following the worldwide trends of
online communication, the growth of social networking, and online shopping.

We have performed a thorough content analysis of online sources. We briefly reviewed main
official web sites and continued to a more thorough analysis of the Slovak online environment. We
have checked and analyzed information from the following areas:

1. Official corporate websites, European Union versions: How is the brand presented to the public;
Main branding claims and slogans; Main proofs of brand success (historically significant events,
various awards, partnerships, sponsoring, etc.).

2. Official Slovak websites: We focused on the same aspects as in the previous point and we also
tried to find significant differences between brand presentation on the EU and Slovak levels.

3. Social media usage, official brand level, Slovak Republic perspective (Facebook, Instagram, etc.):
Major types of content and posts.

4. Major online car and motor magazines and newspapers, Slovak Republic perspective: Tests
results; Comparisons between analyzed brands, brief information, etc.

5. Social media, public level, Slovak Republic perspective: Reaction of Slovak consumers towards
the analyzed brands; Consumers’ opinions (about brands, products, services, etc.).

6. Online discussion forums (car and automotive topics; buying advice; fan clubs; repairs and issues
advice, etc.), Slovak Republic perspective: Discussions of major topics; consumers´ opinions.

After we searched and found relevant online sources, we ordered them into one of the six
above-mentioned areas. This was done for each brand analyzed. Online reputation can have a
significant influence on automobile customer behaviour. The level of marketing activity, customer
reactions, or the activity of influencers can have an effect on the company’s public relations. To
assess the reputation management condition of the studied companies, two control groups of online
environment information were used. The first control group (Sections 4.1, Sections 4.2, Sections 4.3
and Sections 4.4) is composed of the official sources of consumers´ opinions concerning the marketing
activities. The second control group (Sections 4.5) serves as an information source for the sentiment
analysis. The level of online reputation was determined based on the two control groups and the basic
elements of successful online reputation management were stated.

For a deeper review of the context, we have used the methodology called sentiment analysis or
opinion mining. It can be defined as a quantification of subjective content, expressed in textual form,
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to determine the attitudes of the commentator or the writer with respect to the given topic. It is one
of the oldest and frequently used methods of reputation measurement. In general, it is possible to
say that sentiment analysis is the goal of determining whether a speaker or a writer has a focus on a
particular topic or the overall conceptual polarity of a document. The approach can be the judgment
or assessment of a particular person, the emotional state of the author, or the intended emotional
communication, which is the emotional effect that the author wishes to create with the recipient [27].
The methodology has a wide range of application areas, like services, the film industry, consumer
goods, online impact assessment, social media monitoring, product, service or brand monitoring, stock
price forecasting based on the online evaluation, cyberbullying, etc. Among its priority tasks are the
identification of subjectivity, orientation, strength and wearer’s sentiment, classification of emotions,
sarcasm detection, or other different comparisons [28].

We used the Google search engine to get the information. We used anonymous access so that
the results are not influenced by the search history of the specific IP address. We focused only on the
main results for the given brands, namely the first 15 results. We did not take sponsored links and
advertisements into account. We chose the following procedure when creating sentiment analysis:
Firstly, we needed to avoid distorting results by preventing the personalization of the search, for
example, by setting a neutral VPN. We chose the Google web search engine because of its frequent use
among internet users. From a conceptual point of view, searching was done in one day to maintain
the continuity of the sentiment analysis data. Search keywords were official names of automobile
companies, i.e., Volkswagen, Toyota, KIA, and Peugeot. For the most relevant results through sentiment
analysis, a search category of news articles, that has been ranked hierarchically, was selected. In the
analysis, a list of news articles in the Slovak market was created for the reasons given above. At
the same time, all direct connections to automobile companies were omitted, i.e., official company
home pages and sponsored news articles. Considering sentiment analysis, we used the free online
DanielSoper Sentiment Analyzer [29].

The aim of the article is to present the results of the analysis of the online presentation of VW, KIA,
Peugeot and Toyota brands primarily on the Slovak market, secondary in the Central European market
and in a global context. Based on the results of the analysis, offer recommendations on sustainable
brand management in the online area into the discussion.

4. Results

In this section, we will gradually present the results of our analysis. All information on the
Volkswagen, Toyota, Kia, and Peugeot brands is available online. Introduced information will be
from the position of the European Union and, possibly, the whole world. Subsequently, we focus
more closely on the Slovak perspective. In the conclusion of this section, there is a sentiment analysis.
We took the mentioned brands into consideration and the analysis was also carried out from the
perspective of the Slovak Republic. We dealt with two major groups of results as follows: (a) Results
from content analysis and (b) results from sentiment analysis. Considering results from content analysis
(a), we have decided to present them in the form of a comprehensive explanatory text. Considering the
results of sentiment analysis (b), we present them as values, graphically, with brief explanatory texts.

4.1. Volkswagen Brand

Volkswagen acts as a company that wants to build its future as an industry on innovation and
socio-ecological thinking. It presents itself as the largest employer and, today, it employs more than
627,000 people [30]. At the same time, it covers other automobile brands such as Bentley, Audi, Seat,
Lamborghini, Ducati, Porsche, and others [31]. The company focuses on a wide portfolio of cars. They
describe themselves as the largest carmaker, with production figures reaching up to 10.3 million. The
customer and public view of the company and its products is significantly more negative because of
the 2015 emission scandals, which have caused, among other things, a decline in the reputation of
the company and a 20% reduction in car sales. [32] They also want to become the world leaders in
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production [33]. After the scandal, VW’s consumer-friendly recommendations in the online environment
dropped by 67% and negative recommendations increased by almost 2000% [34,35]. Nowadays, the
company is gradually recovering its reputation and regaining the trust of its customers. On the other
hand, Volkswagen is involved in the socio-environmental area of environmental improvement, which
is also linked to innovation in the manufacturing sector. By 2020, they want to continue to produce
innovative electric cars that will protect the environment. For the country´s development, they help the
residents by investing money in education, science, health, and sports [36].

The World Rally Championship (WRC) is a championship with a continuously growing audience.
One of the sponsors of the championship is Volkswagen. By using the possible visibility, due to a
very high audience, the company raises its brand awareness. In 2016, more than 700 million viewers
watched the championship on TV, with the WRC broadcasted on 155 television stations with more
than 17 million viewers on the Internet channel. Four million spectators attended 13 championships.
The 2016 World Rally Championship had more than 2.4 million Facebook likes, more than 250,000
Twitter followers, and 310,000 Instagram followers. According to official sources, even though it won
every championship since 2013, Volkswagen decided not to take part in the 2017 WRC, due to the
development of a new car. Other sources, however, say that the reason why Volkswagen did not
participate in the championship, even though they had a car prepared for the season, was the above
mentioned Dieselgate scandal [37–39].

The World Car Awards (WCA) is a program initiated and organized by automotive journalists
from around the world. The program’s goal is to ensure that valuation is carried out with the highest
degree of objectivity, credibility, and integrity. In the most recent results, the Volkswagen Tiguan was
placed in the top ten. Interestingly, the Volkswagen Passat placed in the top ten in 2015, but in 2016,
their model did not make it on any front line. We presume that this absence was due to the emission
scandal that has substantially altered the credibility of the brand [40].

Volkswagen’s commitment to become the industry’s most sustainable company was confirmed
by the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI). Just a week before the scandal broke out, DJSI declared
Volkswagen the world’s most sustainable carmaker. The reputation institute measured the company,
on a continuous basis, in more than fifteen countries. This continuous reputation measurement service
(provided by The National Tracker) enables companies to see the immediate impact on their reputation
anywhere in the world. The month after the scandal broke, the impact on Volkswagen’s reputation
was drastic [41].

Volkswagen Slovakia has been operating on the Slovak market since 1991. It is the largest and
longest-running automotive producer in the modern history of the Slovak Republic. Cars are produced
at the Bratislava, Martin, Košice, and Stupava plants, currently producing the Volkswagen Touareg, the
Volkswagen Up! and the Volkswagen e-Up! It currently employs more than 12,700 people. In 2016, the
company produced 388,687 units of vehicles and earned a pre-tax profit of 234.1 million euros [42]. In
2013, Volkswagen Slovakia won the Factory of the Year International Award. The Bratislava plant is the
best factory in Europe. Bratislava won first place in the category of excellent large-scale production [43].
In 2016 it was awarded the 2016 Investor of the Year. This was a new award by weekly magazine
TREND presented for the first time in 2016, in cooperation with KPMG as a project partner. Based on
an innovative staff transportation service, it received an award for the Innovative Action of the Year
for Bus Management. Volkswagen Slovakia earned first place [44].

In 2016 Volkswagen won the Best employer award in the production and industry category.
Another interesting aspect of Volkswagen’s reputation in Slovakia is the fact that many Volkswagen
owners, more specifically 31,634, are on the Facebook social network, registered in the “VW—Club
Slovakia” group [45].

In the interest of its own prestige and an increase in the expertise of its employees, Volkswagen
Slovakia has established a privately-owned technical secondary school—the Automotive Dual
Academy. As part of the study, as well as in the company, pupils are introduced to the most advanced
technologies and the industry’s top working environment. The main benefits are practical lessons,
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which make up 70% of the tuition, business scholarships, and an internationally valid bilingual German
certificate of professional competence. The study is free of charge [46].

4.2. Toyota Brand

Toyota is considered to be the world’s largest car maker, in terms of sales and the number of
units manufactured, and is constantly in competition with Volkswagen in these two categories. In
2016, Toyota’s global sales rose by only 0.2 percent to 10.18 million vehicles [47]. The views of the
professional public are reflected in various awards and tests. In the most renowned TÜV institute
reliability review, 14 Toyota models have been ranked among the top ten most reliable models across
the different categories, which is the most of all carmakers. In addition, according to the portal
yourmechanic.com, it has been placed at the forefront of the list of cheapest spare parts producers [48].

According to official staff satisfaction surveys that Toyota has done every two years, satisfaction
has been rising or stagnating. The satisfaction of administrative and technical staff reached 77.2% in
Japan and 76% in other countries, with the most satisfying being the quality of work. Employees on
production lines were satisfied at 71.9% in Japan and 72% in other countries, with wage conditions
being the most common reason for satisfaction [49]. Employee satisfaction can also be tracked through
unofficial internet resources, such as the indeed.com portal. Toyota’s overall rating from its employees
reached 4 out of five, with the culture (score 3.8 out of 5) and benefits (score 3.8 out of 5) being the
most satisfied areas within the organization [50]. The score is above average in both cases, but there is
still the potential for improvement.

On its official site, Toyota mentions several awards including the Kelley Blue Book’s Best Resale
Value Award. This award is awarded to automobile companies for the so-called “resale value”, which
is the after-sales value of the car, i.e., the value for which the owner can sell the car in the future. In
addition, Toyota boasts the highest number of Top Safety Pick + awards from all car manufacturers [51].

As for the brand, Toyota is ranked the 7th worldwide in the world’s top ranked list in a global
ranking of all world brands, not just cars. The Toyota home page includes, among other things, the
award for the most durable cars, among other manufacturers such as Ford Motor, General Motors,
or Nissan. However, Toyota is not among the best-selling automotive brands in Slovakia and in the
first half of 2017 it was in tenth place in terms of sales [52]. Toyota is not a producer in Slovakia and it
does not employ a large number of people, so it is not possible to reliably focus on reputation from the
employee’s view.

All analyzed portals inform about Toyota’s activities, what strategic steps it takes and recall
its innovative efforts especially in the field of alternative propulsion that except for electro mobility,
focus mainly on hydrogen propulsion. In addition, the latest models and awards that Toyota has
won in various rankings are also mentioned. All the articles are positive and Toyota is denoted as the
legendary, the greatest, the most valuable, etc. Even in articles that have a negative sentiment, such as
car issues and calling events, Toyota is not portrayed negatively. It can, therefore, be said that even the
Slovak media are helping to build a positive reputation of this automobile brand [53–57].

Another reason is the geographical location. People in Slovakia have a very long and close
relationship with the Czech Škoda brand, which is also reflected in sales rankings, where Škoda
models have long-standing lead positions. The Slovaks also have a higher level of confidence in
another Central European car maker, Volkswagen, and its models and believe in German precision.
Japanese design is very specific and buying Toyota is a matter of taste. Those who decide to buy Toyota
choose it especially for its name as the most reliable car manufacturer in the world. In articles and
programs, journalists devote themselves to specific models and not just to the brand as such. They
agree that most Toyota models being made are based on the overall ergonomics of the vehicle and the
comfort, reliability, quality, and safety of passengers [58,59].

Every two years, Toyota organizes a Motor Show in which it also participates and shares
information about new vehicles with the world. It publishes information about the location of
the event on the website, as well as photos and statements. In 2015, the number of visitors to this
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show was 812,500, which is a decrease compared to 2013, but Toyota can still reach a large number of
potential or current customers this way [60]. Toyota is also active in Toyota Gazoo Racing motorsports
and shares its achievements on its official website, on social networks, and on its news websites [61].
It also organizes the annual Toyota Dream Car Art Contest where children from around the world
express their ideas about the future of mobility. According to official website data, more than 800,000
participants have entered this competition [62]. The results are presented in a similar way as in the
case of motor sports. Another part of reputation management is social media activity. According
to the official Toyota global site, Toyota uses 3 social networks, Facebook, Google+, and YouTube.
Unfortunately, the Google+ profile link is inactive [63].

4.3. KIA Brand

The Kia brand is ranked first in the world’s most trusted brands, according to a JDPower-based
car satisfaction survey. The survey is based on 12,000 owners of 1–3-year-old cars. The evaluation of
the survey shows that Kia is one of the brands that preceded “premium brands” in reliability [64].

The effort of the Koreans is to achieve a technical quality that is equal to the American one. At the
moment, KIA is even compared to the quality of the German Volkswagen. Specifically, the quality of
the Kia Ceed is highlighted. This was presented by the well-known English motor show Top Gear,
which compares and tests cars of different brands and origins. Top Gear also compared the several of
the Kia brand´s car models. The best models were the Carens, the Ceed, the Pro-Ceed GT, the Picanto,
and the Sorento, with 7 out of 10 ratings [65].

Globally, Kia uses online communication channels such as Facebook, Instagram, Google+,
Pinterest, YouTube, LinkedIn, Twitter, and KiaBuzz to communicate and reach protentional customers.
Locally (Kia USA, Kia SLOVAKIA), it also uses separate accounts or dedicated websites for better
visitor reach. An example of this may be the separate pages for the factory in Slovakia and for the
presentation of the brand, products, services, and other events and requisites. There is also a separate
representative page where Kia represents its brand and explains its aspects [66].

The world sees the Kia brand through world-class sporting events that aim not only to promote
and support the event, but also its brand. Since 2002, Kia has become the main sponsor of the
Australian Open, where it has supplied more than 100 vehicles designed for top tennis players, VIPs,
and others. Kia promotes its value, “The power to surprise”, through world-renowned tennis player
Rafael Nadal, who has been the global Kia ambassador since 2006. It also increases its brand awareness
through its marketing activities and FIFA stadium advertisements, where Kia has become the official
car sponsor for the 2007–2020 seasons. Another event that contributes to brand awareness is UEFA
EURO, the largest football event in Europe. Kia has become the top partner of the event for the
2006–2017 period [67].

In recent years, Kia cars have gained a stronger position on foreign markets. In the Initial Quality
Study (ISA), Kia had the least number of defects in the first 90 days of use. Kia even beat brands like
Porsche or BMW [68].

The Kia brand in Slovakia is mainly associated with the Žilina plant, which was the first European
production plant for the company. It created more than 10,000 new jobs in the region [69]. Currently,
Kia Motors Slovakia is one of the three largest producers and exporters in Slovakia. Since the start of
mass production in December 2006, the plant has manufactured more than 2.5 million vehicles [70]. In
the 10 years since its inception, Kia Motors Slovakia has become one of the most important automobile
manufacturers in the Slovak Republic. The Žilina plant manufactures cars for an ever-expanding
network of European dealers. The company is still trying to improve its name in Slovakia, especially
by proving that they are not “Korean” cars but, on the contrary, cars with Slovak spirit and quality.
The Kia brand has won several awards in Slovakia, for example The Slovak National Quality Award
in 2016 [71], 3rd place in the ranking of the biggest companies of the Slovak Republic, conducted by
Forbes magazine, and [72] the Award of the City of Žilina for assistance in the development of the city
and the region [73].
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These awards have helped the brand to increase brand awareness (e.g., increased sales). This was
most reflected in the new generation of the model Sportage, which in 2016, significantly increased in
sales and the became the staple model of the production. This model has also won several international
awards for quality and design and has also excelled in the long-term reliability test [74–76].

Kia has created a Facebook site where everyone can add their complaints, queries, and views
that the management will try to solve (more info about the employees is in the third part of the
analysis) [77]. The company in Slovakia also started a foundation named the Kia Motors Slovakia
Endowment Fund in the Pontis Foundation, which seeks to support the development of the Žilina
region. It also organizes donor activities to support social issues [78]. The Kia Motors Slovakia
Foundation also helps with philanthropic activities to support sports activities, develop regional
education, or promote volunteering with partner non-profit organizations [79].

4.4. Peugeot Brand

In 2014, the PSA group made significant progress in improving efficiency, competitiveness, and
reducing structural costs. All of that helped it to raise its Moody’s Investors Service rating from
B1-PD to Ba3-PD, which had a positive impact on their global reputation [80]. Their reputation is also
influenced by the sporting events that Peugeot participates in and prepares. After the PEUGEOT 2008
DKR won the Dakar Rally in January 2016 and, later, the Silk Way Rally, PEUGEOT started the 2017
rally-raid season with the new PEUGEOT 3008 DKR rally special, which was born out of the PEUGEOT
3008 SUV [81]. It also engages in ecology issues. Its quality is confirmed by the awards received over
recent years. On the 18th anniversary of the International Engine of the Year Awards in Stuttgart, the
international journalistic jury awarded the three-cylinder PureTech 1.2 engine with the title Motor of the
Year 2017 in the 1.0–1.4 L category. Peugeot won this award for the third consecutive year. It also won
this category in 2015 and 2016 [82]. Peugeot also received other awards, including Mid-size SUV of the
Year 2017 (Peugeot 3008) [83] and European Car of the Year 2017 (Peugeot 3008) [84]. Peugeot’s current
goal is to draw attention to the fresh, inspiring, and striking expressive design of its 3008 model [85].

However, the Peugeot brand has built the reputation of cheap and reliable cars by regular and
continued participation in the most demanding endurance races in the world, including the famous
Rally Paris-Dakar (today known as the Dakar Rally). The Peugeot factory team was able to win this
prestigious race four times in a row in the years 1987–1990 and the last times were in 2016 and 2017.
Today, it is the world ‘s second most popular motoring event, with a total broadcast time of 1200 h on
70 stations in 190 countries [86].

The overall perception of the Peugeot brand surely changed with the acquisition of Opel and
Vauxhall in March 2017. What were the benefits? The acquisition of Opel and PSA brought the PSA
group into a market segment where it could not operate and profit previously, as well as making it
the second-largest car maker in Europe. This acquisition has been particularly important in the field
of technology, in which the PSA group was lacking. The benefits of these technologies have greatly
helped satisfy customer needs in the German market, where Opel has a long tradition.

Most of Peugeot’s reputation management activities in Slovakia are made under the PSA Trnava
production plant, which creates almost 3500 direct jobs and is one of the most technologically advanced
plants in the PSA Peugeot Citroën group. Regarding the energy consumption of a manufactured
vehicle, it is among the best carmakers in Europe. It provides many benefits to its employees, for
example, reimbursement of sports activities by the civil association ASPSA or operative leasing of
vehicles for employees. Using the 2% tax donation, it sponsors a number of institutions. Peugeot
organizes the Christmas markets connected with the St. Nicholas holiday to the public in Trnava. It
also collects money for charity, where it adds two more euros to every euro collected. Since 2017, it
has launched the fourth work shift, which represents 800 new jobs. Since the crisis in 2010, it has not
dismissed a single employee for organizational reasons. A total of 98% of the staff members have a
contract for an indefinite period, which provides them with job security. PSA Trnava is also leading
education support projects in Slovakia called “Kampus povolaní” and “Vyhrňme si rukávy”. The
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brand is also presented as a “Slovak sports partner”. Other activities include Peugeot Tennis Day [87].
It also creates partnerships outside of the sports sector. Interesting is the cooperation with the Slovak
National Theater, to which it has provided 6 cars of various types. It was also one of the major sponsors
of the Slovak Presidency in the EU Council [88].

4.5. Results of Sentiment Analysis of Selected Automobile Companies

Based on the established methodology, 15 search results of online content for each brand, dealing
with Volkswagen, Toyota, KIA, and Peugeot, were selected. Sentiment values for individual articles
were quantified in the range of −100 to 100 using the DanielSoper free online Sentiment Analyzer [29].
For the purpose of comparing the results, the individual sentiment values were grouped from the
worst to the best (left to right). The following figure (Figure 1) shows that, in selected automobile
brands, the values of online sentiment are evenly distributed (at first sight, there is no negative or
positive sentiment). After a detailed look at the results and by plotting the moving average of the
values obtained, we can state the following:

(1) Toyota has the best online reputation based on sentiment analysis (dotted orange line). Up to 11 of
the 15 search results had positive sentiment values. The total highest values are shown in Table 1.

(2) In the results of the analysis, KIA appears to be significantly negative and low in sentiment values.
However, after averaging the results, its overall sentiment values are better than the Volkswagen
brand. This phenomenon can be explained by four high values with the best search results.

(3) In the context of the surveyed data, Volkswagen was the worst, especially for the significant
negative sentiment analysis results.

(4) Peugeot’s overall results represent a balanced distribution of positive and negative sentiment values.
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In the following table, we can see the average values obtained through the sentiment analysis
of the above-mentioned brands. Toyota has the best reputation, followed by Peugeot, Kia, and
Volkswagen. However, the results are limited by the above-mentioned data. This is mainly concerning
the Central European market and research within the territory of the Slovak Republic. The Škoda
automobile brand, that has a strong awareness from customers in the Slovak market, was omitted.

Table 1. The average results of the four automotive brands.

Volkswagen Toyota KIA Peugeot

SUM −41.50 181.20 −20.90 87.00
AVG −2.77 12.08 −1.39 5.80

5. Discussion

5.1. The Most Important Factors for Sustainable Online Reputation (Positive and Negative Factors)

The Internet has changed reputation. What was once private is now public. What was once at a
local level is now global. What was once temporary is now permanent and what was once trusted
is now unreliable. These changes can be explained by the fact that Internet technology has been
directing human interactions [89]. Understanding the unique relationship between technology and
online culture is the key to understanding how to manage online reputation. Failure is certain for those
marketing managers who apply offline techniques to online reputation or use offline prerequisites to
solve online problems. Instead, a competent marketing manager must understand the cultural and
technical differences between the offline and online worlds to effectively protect and improve the
online reputation of their company.

Based on the results of the analysis, we have grouped the most important factors, that can
negatively or positively influence a brand’s reputation, as follows:

Positive reviews: We include professional articles as well as amateur reviews because readers
believe these articles more than ads. From a general point of view, this includes the company’s social
networking, media, internet advertising, banners, etc. This is information from relatively formal
sources that the public finds when searching for information about the brands in question (or specific
products). From our point of view, the management of the information structure is the key. It must be
clear what the brand (or the specific product) promises to the customer on the main website. Other
information must be consistent with this promise. It is a key principle that applies to the brand in
general, not only in the online space. This principle has been described very well and in detail by, for
example, K. L. Keller [90]. The Internet environment is extremely dynamic and more complex and
more frequent checks that communication is consistent are necessary.

Negative reviews: Which include dissatisfaction with the quality of service, the spread of
untrustworthy stories that customers may find, and repeatedly spreading negative comments. There is
the need to defend and to provide truthful information and, here, the truth means that the problems are
real and need to be addressed. Brands must communicate openly about them and, if it is appropriate,
confess the error, apologize, and offer an adequate solution. Very good communication management
of such crisis was seen in the Toyota case. It was based on alleged technical failure of certain models in
the US market. Toyota immediately offered a solution, they were transparent, and they did not let the
media and the public doubt their good intentions.

Awards also contribute to the brand’s reputation. This involves engaging in available local
competitions and assessments. These often have their own communication campaign built in. Each
award has the potential for a relatively strong PR effect. Additionally, the local public tends to better
understand local awards (e.g., National Award of the Slovak Republic for Quality and National Award
of the Slovak Republic for Social Responsibility).

Philanthropy and CSR: Which includes supporting projects that need the most support, dual
education, and foundations (areas include technical education, foreign language, transport education,
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and engagement of disadvantaged groups of people). Companies also build their reputation through
charity projects and engagement in volunteering. The most important part is the ecological trend,
which is presently the basis of business because, even for the sake of the legislation, businesses must
work with regards to the environment. Again, there is an important local context when companies
associate their brand with activities that have a direct impact on specific communities.

Customer care: Customer care is necessary for maintaining customers and referring to potential
customers. Care is focused on customer inquiries, surveys and feedback, sales promotion, and other
services. The online space also provides online services, like YouTube videos or live chats with
customers. It also includes consulting, solving specific problems, and helping to select products or
accessories. It is a relatively powerful tool as people spend more and more time in the online space.
The reaction time is essential, for example, the response in the live chat is expected to be instant.

Sponsorship: It is important to choose the right partners and maintain good relationships
with them. It is also necessary to take into account the local situation, for example, in Slovakia,
KIA sponsors the football club (MŠK Žilina) in the city where the production plant is located.
Appropriate sponsorship can achieve a synergy effect when the sponsor brand is displayed in a
partner´s online presentations.

Employee satisfaction has a very positive impact on the company’s environment, helping the
company gain potential employees and customers or business partners. The culture and philosophy
of the business helps to create a positive brand image. Corporate culture, its values, and the positive
feedback of employees need to be communicated online as well. In Slovakia, current companies
experience a lack of workforce [91]. Proper communication of these aspects online can significantly
improve recruitment marketing.

In all the cases we analyzed, we have recognized that, for good online reputation, it is appropriate
to present factors such as tradition, quality, ecology, and innovative technologies. Tradition points to a
good previous experience. Quality and innovative technologies appeal to the customer´s rationality. In
general, they tell customers to decide on a product that is safe, technologically advanced, and reliable.
Ecology also appeals to the rationality of customers, most often with regards to low fuel consumption.
However, it also appeals to their responsibility for the environment, their lifestyle, and social attitudes.

As far as crisis communication is concerned, we find it very important. As an example, let’s recall
the Dieselgate of the VW Group. Various problems can turn into scandals. In this case, it is particularly
necessary to have proper crisis management that will also accentuate the online space. We also noticed
that there is often an online space (most often on social networks or different forums) where there are
statements of dissatisfied employees or customers. The form of brand reaction is questionable. The
proper and correct approach seems to be monitoring all these negative reactions and then responding
in particular via standard online media (or methods and procedures). A direct response to a specific
comment is also a powerful tool. Its form is essential. It should be open and should highlight the
principles of corporate culture and call for action.

5.2. Managerial Implications

From the point of view of the management, it is important to manage the reputation in the online
environment so that it is consistent with the organization’s branding and public image [92]. It is equally
important, in the sense of online reputation, to manage the image of corporate culture and its core
values. Concerning the concretization for use in management practice, it is extremely important for the
entire online reputation management to be understood in terms of the concept of sustainability [93,94].

In large enterprises, it is advisable that specific job positions should be specialized in the
management of online reputation and, of course, in line with overall marketing and PR. For small and
medium business , it is essential for marketers to also focus on online reputation management. This
is, therefore, a matter of correct time management. For some small businesses or small organizations
(voluntary associations, non-profit organizations, etc.), it may even be more appropriate for online
reputation management to become the dominant marketing tool for them.
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A critical role is played by the accessible technical (ICT) infrastructure. Extremely dynamic
developments in hardware, software, as well as the expanding availability of the Internet, enable
small and medium-sized businesses to participate in modern and efficient solutions. This is especially
true for online automated software tools. The ability of organizations to use technology, that is
available in the right way, is crucial for their survival in the marketplace and for their strategic
competitiveness. For example, according to Mikalef and Pateli’s research findings, “IT-enabled
dynamic capabilities seem to support the evolutionary fitness of the firm by enhancing agility
in terms of market capitalization and operational adjustment, which in turn leads to competitive
performance” [95]. In accordance with authors quoted, we also note that the current environment is
dynamic and turbulent. Sustainable solution is demanding and must consist of a complex of mutually
complementary processes and activities.

Presently, the ability to respond quickly is critical for companies. Modern technology significantly
contributes to a competitive advantage. Semi-automated or automated systems, which are designed
to browse web sites, forums, and social networks can categorize the information found as positive,
negative, or neutral. We are talking about specialized tools with artificial intelligence elements that
use optimized search and Big Data principles effectively. We think that the human factor is currently
irreplaceable. The manager must define the concept and, ultimately, decide how to proceed. On
the other hand, the use of the available tools makes the process more precise and faster. Even a
small business or an individual can use available online tools to track reputation. It should be noted,
however, that this will bring relevant results primarily in English. More advanced systems are, of
course, relatively expensive, but they can deliver more accurate and detailed results. They can partially
predict development and bring realistic recommendations. They are suitable for some medium and
large businesses. The positive thing is that the technology used by the advanced tools is becoming
cheaper over time, so even smaller businesses can afford them. Similar sentiments were also expressed
by Mikalef and Patel, whom we mentioned above. They said that the efficient use of available ICT can
make a major contribution to organizational agility, which means that the company is able to “address
unexpected changes that arise in the business environment by responding rapidly and exploiting
changes as opportunities to grow and prosper” [95].

Mass use of ICT accelerates our lives, but also accelerates the spread of negative news. This means
that the company must ensure that adequate response to a negative situation is as fast as possible.
The same is true for positive reactions. A specific complaint or customer dissatisfaction expressed on
a social network can be solved relatively quickly. Main success factors of complaint solving are the
following: The company is interested, wants to provide a remedy, and provides a solution (ideally
already with a positive customer response). However, if the negative aspects are picked up by the
media and spread rapidly among the public, it is necessary to proceed with crisis management and
consider each step thoroughly. However, the same principles apply here and the reactions must not
be too late. The absence of a response or unnecessary prolongation of communication can also be
perceived negatively and contribute to the escalation of the problem into a crisis. Negative information
related to the company’s products, in addition to quickly capturing such information, must be aimed
towards providing virtually immediate action (or correction) in production and public communication.
We have already talked about some examples. In terms of positive information and customer feedback,
it is also necessary to promptly evaluate the situation and use it in production processes and marketing
communications. Such a rapid reaction to positive customer responses has the chance to increase
business performance by increasing revenue and the number of satisfied customers.

Companies must implement the management of online reputation into their corporate strategy
if they want to efficiently survive and prosper. This should be mainly reflected in the form of a
clear inclusion in the organizational structure. The main tasks of employees dealing with reputation
management are the following: (a) Analytical activity. Its goal is to get up-to-date information on
the current state. This information is critical to management decision making. In practice, this is an
online space analysis that focuses on actions and the level of competitors’ online reputation, actively
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searching for places where customers and the public express their opinions on the company, brand, or
product with regular measurement of online reputation and comparison with competitors. (b) Design
of the online space tactics. The concepts must follow the overall strategy, communication strategy, or
image of the company. The attributes should include the online environment, for example web sites
and corporate social networks. The concepts also incorporate an effective and purpose-based analysis
of the information obtained (as described in the previous point). (c) Analysis of current possibilities in
online spaces, analysis of customer behaviour in online spaces, and analysis of the trends. This task is
about determining which tools and platforms are currently appropriate for the company and which
are not. It is a targeted and continuous analysis of customer behaviour. In general, this activity focuses
on answering questions including which websites customers currently prefer; which social networks
are being used more and which less; which social networks are preferred by the target group; which
way of communication is suitable for the target group; where it is necessary to proceed in the same
way as the competition; and where it is possible to distinguish our company from them.

When carrying out these activities in practice, large and some medium-sized companies assign
them to separate organizational units. Small and some medium-sized companies will only deal with
them partially, according to their capabilities or intuitively. However, they should take into account
all three of these framework categories (a–c). The possible solution of full or partial outsourcing is
available to all the companies on the market

5.3. Limitations

From the point of view of possible limitations, it is necessary to point out the limitations of our
research, especially the availability of data at the time of the research itself. However, we consider it
necessary to state that the resulting comparisons and formulated interpretations provide a realistic,
up-to-date, and comprehensive view of selected representatives of the automotive industry and their
online reputation on the analyzed market.

A critical tool in today’s online environment is SEO (Search Engine Optimization). It is a dynamic
tool as it adapts to the current situation. The goal of using this tool is to make well-optimized sites
appear in more prominent search result positions. We also consider this to be a limitation of our
research, as the state of the examined online environment is influenced by the quality of SEO. We have
tried to overcome this aspect by looking at information from lower search result levels or by doing
targeted searches (e.g., discussion forums). The SEO factor is significant, since when searching, most
people especially take into account the first results found.

Another limitation is that we mainly focused on the environment of the Slovak Republic.
The situation will be slightly different in other countries. Slightly, because the online branding
system of those brands is oriented to larger regions (e.g., Central Europe or the European Union).
Local specifications must exist in each country. For this reason, we consider the Slovak market a
suitable example.

6. Conclusions

Reputation management can be considered effective if it is part of an organization’s strategy as
such and is reflected in the core values or principles governing that organization. The analysis has
shown that such reputation management is successful.

For successful and sustainable reputation management, several elements are necessary, as follows:
Use what the public uses (modern technologies, the online environment and its management). It

is inevitable to work with what consumers work with. Good examples are technological devices, such
as smart phones, and software platforms, such as Facebook.

Be where the public is (sponsoring, naturalization). There is a significant potential in very
precise targeted communication (PR, advertising, etc.). The first necessary step is proper consumers´
segmentation. The second is a comprehensive analysis of effective ways of how to effectively approach



Sustainability 2019, 11, 2132 17 of 21

them. The third is analysis of potential partners who can help to approach the segments more directly
(e.g., sport events).

Continuous self-present to the public (news releases, press releases). Brand awareness is the first
necessary step to get to the higher levels of the branding pyramid. The public must know about the
brand. There is also a huge opportunity to use opinion leaders to present the message (or image) in
more efficient ways.

Prevent stagnation (progress in the areas of quality, design, technology). Proper management
of the products life cycle and reasonable innovation management are necessary tools for updating
relevance of the products towards consumers.

Care for employees (employer attractiveness based on employee surveys). Presently, a lot of
organizations have serious problems with finding and maintaining employees. The human factor is
critical for business performance. To solve this problem, it is necessary to build a positive online image
which represents the organization as a good employer.

Manage negative customer feedback (initiate a positive response as soon as possible and take
care of the problem smoothly). This means creating a proactive policy towards the current reputation
strategy setting caused by external factors. Assessment of possible risk is critical here. All actions must
be conducted according to the assessment results.

Track current trends and adapt them. All businesses must track current trends and analyze
them in order to find realistic scenarios of adaptation or utilization. From another point of view, if
the business acts as a “trend setter”, it is quite certain that, in the near future, it will be followed
be competitors.

Have interest in the brand´s customer satisfaction. The branding process is based on building
and development of the brand´s awareness between consumers. A significant criterium to achieve
a necessary level of awareness is to understand to the customers´ perspective. This understanding
must be focused on knowledge about how customers perceive the brand and if the brand represents a
certain value for them.

Effective use of available ICT. For a company´s competitiveness, it is crucial to use recent ICT to
analyze and manage its online reputation. Small companies can choose from free or more available,
but less complex, solutions. Bigger or wealthier companies can choose from many robust and
complex systems.

Focus on current development, mainly, a strong focus on actual trends in ICT and in the
online environment. Additionally, focus on actual customers´ behaviour and the current actions
of competitors.
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38. VW Končí s Vrcholovým Motoršportom! Opúšt’a WRC! Available online: https://www.topspeed.sk/
volkswagen-konci-s-vrcholovym-motorsportom-opusta-wrc/11367 (accessed on 6 June 2017).

39. Sorry, Volkswagen’s Rescued 2017 Rally Car Won’t Race This Year After All. Available online:
https://jalopnik.com/sorry-volkswagens-rescued-2017-rally-car-wont-race-thi-1790695220 (accessed on
6 June 2017).

40. World Car Awards—2017 Voting Results. Available online: http://www.wcoty.com/web/2017_results.asp
(accessed on 6 June 2017).

41. How Vw Lost the Public’s Trust. Available online: https://www.reputationinstitute.com/volkswagen.aspx
(accessed on 6 June 2017).
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