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In the future, everyone will
have ‘15 minutes of shame’

Richard Torrenzano,
CEO, The Torrenzano Group

Richard Torrenzano is chief
executive of The Torrenzano Group,
a reputation and high-stakes
issues management firm
specialising in building and
protecting corporate reputations,
helping clients grow their business
and enhance brand and
shareholder value. The Torrenzano
Group helps organisations take
control of how they are perceived.
Richard is a sought-after expert
and leading commentator on crisis,
brands, reputation and social
media.

In mid-April, United Airlines forcibly removed a Taiwanese doctor from its flight to
Louisville, causing a Twitter-storm for the airline that plunged the business into
crisis. It’s an issue that brings into sharp relief the topics Richard Torrenzano will
be discussing at the IAGA Summit in New York, concerning the digital
assassination of reputations, brands and businesses in the modern digital-first era

There’s about seven and a
half billion people in the
world and of that number,
two and a half billion are
mobile social users. The
thing that’s significant is not
only the numbers, but that
the figures increased by 30
per cent last year, almost
600 million, and I predict
that will increase
significantly over the next
two-three years. The world
has gone mobile - first and
foremost, and if your digital
presence is not ‘mobileoptimised,’ then you’re
missing out on everything.

At the IAGA Summit in New York, Richard Torrenzano
is to discuss how businesses can thrive in an
increasingly complex digital world. Speaking to
Richard ahead of the event taking place in his home
town of New York, he explains that he wants the
audience to consider three things: what’s happening
in the digital world, why it’s happening and what we
should be thinking about right now.

IAGA

“If you think about the Internet today, what happens
in 60 seconds is astonishing. There are two and a half
million Google searches that begin in that time, three
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“For me, the most significant issue right now is
mobile,” states Richard. “There’s about seven and a
half billion people in the world and of that number,
two and a half billion are mobile social users. The
thing that’s significant is not only the numbers, but
that the figures increased by 30 per cent last year,
almost 600 million, and I predict that will increase
significantly over the next two-three years. The world
has gone mobile - first and foremost, and if your
digital presence is not ‘mobile-optimised,’ which is
not the same as ‘mobile-friendly,’ then you’re missing
out on everything.”
It’s not surprising that North America, South America,
Eastern European and Western Europe have the
greatest penetration of mobile users, with central
Asia, Middle East etc., lagging behind, but expected to
dramatically catch-up in the next few years. And it’s
this global connectivity of mobile phone users that’s a
key ingredient in ability of millions of socially
connected people to create both an ‘audience’ and a
‘jury’ for brands and businesses.

million video views on Youtube, Facebook has more
than 700,000 logins, and close to 350,000 tweets are
sent in 60 seconds,” describes Richard. “If you look at
other posts on the Internet the number is equally
astonishing.”
The Internet has become a driver in both our lives and
economy, and as far as Richard is concerned, unless
you are a master of it in both your personal and
business life, you are going to left behind. “What’s
happening primarily is that people are taking
advantage of this Wild West arena - in my book,
Digital Assassination: Protecting Your Reputation,
Brand or Business Against Online Attacks - we say
that in the future, which is now, everyone will have
their ‘15 minutes of shame,” explains Mr. Torrenzano.
“Digital combat is taking place between corporations
and disgruntled employees, trolls, competitors and
even through government oversight. What’s most
important is that you have to understand these
attacks, be prepared for them with the right resources,
talent, and training to address them. And if you don’t,
just look at what’s happened to United.”
Once videos hit the Internet of the bloodied
passenger, United Airlines CEO, Oscar Muñoz, was
seen not only trying to put out the fires his employees
lit during the incident, but he was made to repeatedly
clarify his own comments directly after the event,
having tweeted publicly and emailed internally to his
employees, which were subsequently leaked to the
public. Two days after the event he was appearing in
front of news channels trying to calm down calls to
boycott the brand and make amends by clarifying his
own position and that of his airline.
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The fact that it took United Airlines two days to
respond in a thoughtful way, ensured that the event
became what Richard describes as an ‘Internet folly.’
“Exactly the same thing happened when McDonalds’
Twitter account was compromised at the beginning of
April, whereby the corporation sent out a tweet
trolling Donald Trump,” states Mr. Torrenzano. “Such
hacks are going to continue and most corporations are
just not ready to handle them. Their social media
departments are excellent at promoting a product or a
service, but they don’t understand the issues
involving a digital attack.”
Highlighting this distinction between promotion and
protection, the now embattled CEO of United Airlines,
was awarded with PRWeek’s “Top Communicator of
the Year” honour just three weeks before two major
social media scandals hit the fan. Managing your own
message and containing the damage created by others
appears to be a totally separate skill-set.

DEALING WITH FAKE NEWS

The other thing executives need to focus upon is fake
news. A recent survey of 800 executives showed that
75 per cent of the management boards were
concerned both about fakes news and leaks inside
their own corporations. “Fake news is not new,” says
Richard. “If you go back to Roman times, in its original
form, people used to write critiques on the side of
tavern walls rating food, service and wine. It’s ancient
graﬃti that was also used for vicious political attacks.
The infamous rumor that Emperor Nero fiddled while
Rome burned was spread through graﬃti, which like
modern day social media, can rock companies,
governments and even overthrow them.”
One of the phenomenons of fake news is that people
tend to believe the stories if they aﬃrm opinions they
already hold, or would like to believe are true. In the
case of the hacker who tweeted from the McDonald’s
corporate account the following: “You are actually a
disgusting excuse of a President and we would love to
have Barack Obama back, also you have tiny hands.”

It took McDonald’s seven hours to take down the
tweet and issue an apology to its 150,000 Twitter
followers, explaining it was a hack and that it was
launching an investigation. However, by that stage
social media was already awash with users
proclaiming they were loving the message in one
camp, or hating the brand and never buying from
them again in the other, or simply conspiracy
theorising that police were looking to arrest the
hamburglar for the crime.
“A huge problem corporations are facing is disgruntled
employees,” underlines Mr. Torrenzano. “It’s an issue
that’s been building in the last two years and is going
to take oﬀ like lightening in the next two-three years.
Disgruntled employees have a lot of information
about companies and they have the means to
distribute it. If you remember the movie “The Dark
Knight - Alfred, the butler played by Michael Caine, is
asked by Batman, why does the Joker steal? To which
he replies: “Because it’s good sport. Some men are not
looking for anything logical like money, they can’t be
bought, bullied or reasoned with, or negotiated with.
Some men just want to watch the world burn.” Well,
we’ve seen these people using Wikileaks to do exactly
that and it’s an issue we’re starting to face everyday. It
is harder and harder in this environment to
distinguish these trolls from criminals, activists or
blackmailers, hiding behind the mask of
Anonymous.”
Attacks on corporate entities are not new, but what is
new and what Mr. Torrenzano is convinced that
organisations don’t understand fully, is that these
attacks are amplified in terms of global reach by
speed and magnitude, due to an Internet that can be
searched and reacted to via mobile phones. “Once
something is posted on the Internet, it is always there,
you can’t get rid of it,” warns Richard. “And unlike the
tavern wall in Pompeii, which could not be seen
throughout the Roman Empire, all you had to do to get
rid of it was paint over it. Today, these messages are
universal and you can’t just paint over them. Even if

If you remember the movie
“The Dark Knight - Alfred,
the butler played by
Michael Caine, is asked by
Batman, why does the
Joker steal? To which he
replies: “Because it’s good
sport. Some men are not
looking for anything logical
like money, they can’t be
bought, bullied or reasoned
with, or negotiated with.
Some men just want to
watch the world burn.”
Well, we’ve seen these
people using Wikileaks to
do exactly that and it’s an
issue we’re starting to face
everyday. It is harder and
harder in this environment
to distinguish these trolls
from criminals, activists or
blackmailers, hiding behind
the mask of Anonymous.”
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The Torrenzano Group
The Torrenzano Group is a reputation
and high-stakes issues
management firm specialising in
building and protecting corporate
reputations, helping clients grow
their business and enhance brand
and shareholder value. Torrenzano
hands-on senior level business
people work in a culture of critical
thinking and focused results.
Torrenzano builds on selective longterm relationships that add value to
client business goals and objectives.
The Group create a Reputational
Cushion that actively protects
corporate reputations, helping clients
grow their businesses and enhance
shareholder value.

A large global transportation
company sought to sue the
sponsors of website that
used their brand followed by
the word “sucks.” The
company sought an Internet
takedown order, only to
discover in court that such
orders only pertain to strict
copyright violations, such as
a pirated movie for example.
The court held that critical or
satirical sites are protected
under the US Freedom of
Speech Act. The result was
that this transportation
company now has to pay
monthly expenses to this
website to defame them for
many years to come.

you could, Internet archival sites like the ‘Wayback
Machine’ ensure that everything that was once on the
Web will remain on the Web, even though it has been
changed. Most people just do not understand that.
And it has been the downfall of a lot of people.

and was reprinted countless times. As if singlehandedly causing the exact thing she didn’t want to
happen wasn’t bad enough, Streisand also lost the
lawsuit, whereby the judge ordered her to cover the
$155,567.04 Adelman incurred in legal fees.

“Robin Williams in one of his routines used to talk
about ‘Little Snitch,’ and when I do these speeches I
hold up my iPhone and introduce the audience to
‘Little Snitch.’ Corporate espionage has been around
for a long time, but with the iPhone or any kind of
Smartphone, it has become easy. You can hit the
record button and video and audio record a
conversation and within minutes play it for all the
world to hear.”

According to Richard’s book, ‘age needs to approach
technology with great skill, while youth needs to
approach technology with greater wisdom.’ “You have
a great divide between young people and older people
in their approach and use of the Internet,” he
explains. “My friend’s daughter who I have known all
her life, applied last year to medical school. She was
an ‘A’ student, but there were a number of
photographs of her on Facebook, with her boyfriend
in one arm and a red cup in the other arm. She doesn’t
really drink, but she looked terrible in the pictures.

LAWYERS RUNNING AMOK

It’s Richard’s view that, for the most part, lawyers just
don’t understand the concept of digital assassination,
and that you can’t use the same tactics carried over
from the old media world in this new digital one. The
example Richard gives is of a lawsuit brought by
singer and actress Barbara Streisand, which
ultimately became known as “The Streisand Eﬀect.” It
describes her eﬀorts to sue a photographer, but whose
eﬀorts in trying to suppress online information
backfired spectacularly.
In 2003, Streisand sued photographer Kenneth
Adelman for distributing aerial pictures of her
mansion in Malibu. But Adelman was not a
photographer looking for a sensational story, he
operated the California Coastal Records Project, a
resource providing more than 12,000 pictures of the
California coast for scientists and researchers to use
to study coastal erosion. At the time Streisand sued
Adelman for $50m, the picture in question had been
accessed a total of six times - twice by Streisand’s
own lawyers. Nonetheless, her lawsuit stated that the
photos explicitly showed people how to gain access
to her private residence.
Of course, news outlets around the world reported on
Streisand’s outrage, and before long, the photo on
Adelman’s website had received over a million views.
The photo was also picked up by the Associated Press
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“The medical school, despite her grades, refused her
admittance, because they said she’d used ‘poor
judgement,’” describes Richard. “In this new digital
world others not only have the ability to shoot at us,
we also have the ability to shoot ourselves. Gradschools, universities and corporations are now all
checking the Internet for personal profiles. Were once
you would obtain a credit report on a person, you’re
now able to view a digital report to see how wise or
smart they are when they’re socialising and what kind
of employee or student they’re likely to be in the
future. The Internet is aﬀecting all of our lives, our
corporate lives, entertainment lives and shopping
lives. Most people just don’t understand that yet and
most corporations have not dedicated the necessary
resources to fully protect themselves and their brand
from it.”
Of course, this type of ‘accidental’ assassination can
also be also be conducted by third-parties. In 2007,
female students studying law at Yale university came
under attack via an Internet message board’s graphic
description of how each student had traded top grades
for sexual favours with their professors. It was carried
out on a largely unmoderated blog and it’s believed
that most readers knew it was a joke, so you’ve got to
ask - what was the big deal? Well, Google and its
search engines became the big deal. Several of these
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customers and reputation etc.” The cyber-attacks can
aﬀect websites, hackers can takeover of social media
platforms, and employees can steal sensitive data. You
can try to protect your infrastructure as vigorously as
possible, but protecting your reputation is just as
important, and here speed is becoming increasingly
important.
One of the things the Torrenzano Group advises its
clients to consider is the eight hour digital day. It’s
what Richard describes as one of the “real truths of
our times,” and which many corporations have yet to
understand. One case that illustrates this happened in
2009, when two employees of Dominos Pizza posted
a disgusting prank on Youtube. Dominos’ President at
the time, Patrick Doyle, responded to the prank
within 48 hours with a sincere Youtube apology,
decisive action and an impassioned defence of its
100,000 employees. In the old media world, this was a
bold, lightning speed reaction to a digital problem, but
in the new digital world Doyle was five days late.
women excelled at Yale law school, but received no
job oﬀers from the country’s major law firms as
would normally be expected, and the reason is that
the first result prospective employers saw about these
students in Google’s search engine was this message
board. So the prospects for these women were
digitally assassinated.
Barbara Streisand could have ignored that
photograph, she didn’t, she chose to sue for US$50m,
which spread it like a dandelion across tens of
thousands of websites. It’s the element of ‘wisdom’
that Richard is seeking to underline. It’s not just
understanding the technology, it’s understanding
what to do and what not to do in these situations, not
only due to generational issues, but how these social
media platforms work.
The delay in response to the issue caused United and
McDonald’s to fall so far behind the digital discussion
that they lost the argument, whereas in the case of
the Streisand photograph, inactivity would have been
the best course of action. These action and nonactions have a dramatic eﬀect on sales, market value
and most importantly reputation. And as
organisations become increasingly digital-focused,
there’s going to be an escalation of this issues facing
the near future.

FIRE!FIGHTING OR BEING PRO!ACTIVE?

While many companies continue to adopt a firefighting approach to digital attacks, around half of the
corporations contacting the Torrenzano Group are
doing so pro-actively. “I think corporations are
looking what’s happened to their peers and
competitors in other industries and they understand
that they need to take appropriate action,” states
Richard. “They understand the need to instigate a topto-bottom analysis of what they need for their
industry, their geography, clients and customers, but
they need to also recognise that it’s an internal issue
too. While the over 45-50 year olds don’t understand
the technology, the under-25s just don’t have the
depth and breadth of understanding of the business to
know what should or should not be done from a
whole host of issues aﬀecting shareholders,

During those two days, thanks to the power of social
media, the perpetrators ended up with felony charges,
while Dominos faced more than a million disgusted
viewers, and a major public relations crisis. In just 12
hours references to it were five of the first 12 results
on the first page of Google search for “Dominos.” It
was later revealed that the company had learned of
the video within hours of its posting, but executives
decided not to respond aggressively, hoping the
controversy would quiet down.
“In the world of an eight hour digital day, when an
issue mounts an assault on a corporate reputation or
brand, something that is a real exposure that must be
answered, you really have only up to eight hours to
get together at least an initial response before a post
can go viral,” states Mr. Torrenzano. “You’re probably
looking at four to six hours for that response today, in
which you have to get together your General Counsel,
your CEO and PR team to get the message out. Most
corporate organisations and most advisors to these
companies are simply not built to operate at a digital
speed. And some companies are going to be burned
several times before they understand the new timing
of this eight hour digital day.”
In relation to Dominos, the company’s stock was
aﬀected dramatically as were sales, and they had to
mount a major multi-million marketing campaign to
fight the negative publicity. “You have to look at this
issue and ask how it could aﬀect your business and
what you should be doing about it now to protect our
brand, company, employees and good name?” says
Mr. Torrenzano. “There is a diﬀerence in all of these
issues between management and leadership. In
management we control resources, expenditure and
actions of our employees. In leadership you have to
guide and direct through diﬃcult times. So when
you’re dealing with crisis on the Internet you need
leadership not management, because management
fails to get the right message out, it fails because of a
lack of planning; there’s no muscle memory, no drills,
no rehearsals. These responses take a lot of time and
care. It is not a light switch, it can’t be turned oﬀ and
on in an instant. There is no right or wrong answer,
which is why companies hire digital firms that have
been involved in this digital combat, such as ours.”

In the world of an eight hour
digital day, when an issue
mounts an assault on a
corporate reputation or
brand, something that is a
real exposure that must be
answered, you really have
only up to eight hours to get
together at least an initial
response before a post can
go viral. You’re probably
looking at four to six hours
for that response today, in
which you have to get
together your General
Counsel, your CEO and PR
team to get the message
out. Most corporate
organisations and most
advisors to these companies
are simply not built to
operate at a digital speed.
And some companies are
going to be burned several
times before they
understand the new timing
of this eight hour digital day.”

IAGA

The International Association of
Gaming Advisors (IAGA) will hold its
36th annual International Gaming
Summit May 30-June 1, 2017 at
the JW Marriott Essex House, New
York, US.

NEWSWIRE / INTERACTIVE / 247.COM

P65

