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Countering online aggression:
Surviving in a new media world where everybody is a journalist

By James E. Lukaszewski, ABC,
APR, Fellow PRSA

As use of new media spreads, were
entering an era where the civility of com-
munication is declining as rapidly as the
ubiquity of methodologies expands.
Major brands, famous people, elected
officials and others have been the subject
of personal attacks and the views and
adverse opinions of others since the
beginning of our republic, but now indi-
viduals formerly without access,a plat-
form or an audience are finding all three
with great ease.

Various organizations and trade asso-
clations are attempting to develop com-
munications rules and codes of conduct
for these new communicators, but the
reality is that, in our culture, you get to
say what you want when you want, even
if the audience is only you. What you say
can be damaging, destructive, irritating
and embarrassing, but you still get to say
it. If you're the one under attack, the
questions are: What do you do? When
do you know what to do? Should you
do anything?

You're on your own

The reality is that you are on your
own. The traditional notions of third-
party support and other kinds of PR
techniques are both difficult to achieve
and can be detrimental to those you ask
to support you, endorse you or validate
your position or ideas. Once an attack
begins, the conversation is challenging,
hurttul and seemingly unfair, but proba-
bly true in some respects. Responding by
lashing out gives those attacking you
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intensified energy, and allows them to
make even more out of what is going on
than they could have done before you
responded.

Does this mean that you must stay
quiet? Ifyou can’t fight back,if you can't
find others to step forward on your
behalf, or if your attempts to respond are
met with additional energy, allegations,
distortions and negative visibility, what
can you do?

* From watching the word-of-
mouth industry cope with these circum-
stances and working with a wide variety
of clients who are the subject of these
attacks, it seems to me that there are some
routine PR activities to avoid, at least ini-
tially. Direct face-to-face engagement is
one of them.While this strategy some-
times helps in other visibility situations,
when we are talking new media, the
medium is going to be your voice and
their voice out there in the blogosphere.

*There is always significant encour-
agement to go into the medium that is
attacking you and retaliate there, sort of a
blog-for-blog strategy. My advice is to
avoid this as well. Going into blogs and
responding creates a diatribe rather than a
dialogue,and rarely ennobles either par-
ticipant.

* Not responding is a toxic strategy to
the person or party under attack. It is clear
that you will need to respond to attacks in
some manner.

So the question remains, what do
you do?

A new media manifesto for victory

There are specific marching orders to
control your own destiny, and to even
carve out a little victory now and then.
This manifesto is a recipe for surviving
attacks from the bully, blogger, bloviator
and the bellyacher on the Web, and behav-
ing with integrity, honesty and even
humor. If your mother could teach you
the rules for winning in the aggravating
environment of a new media attack, here’s
what she would tell you to do:

* Speak only for yourself; say less,
write less, but make these communica-
tions really important.

* Aim for 75- to 150-word responses;
this is 30-60 seconds reading or speaking
time.

* Always let others speak for them-
selves. When you try to speak for others,
you will always be wrong, and possibly
attacked for being incorrect.

* Avoid claiming that you agree with
your opponents on anything, unless they

say so first. Once opponents say so, you
may quote them saying it, but always say
what you believe to be true.

* Avoid saying that you work closely
with other organizations or individuals
related to your situation, unless they say so
first and you can then quote them.
Otherwise, they will deny the relationship
or point out,as some may quite quickly,
that whatever links exist are weak. They
will then describe those weaknesses.

Those who can and may support you
in the future must have their status pre-
served for the long run. Drawing them
into your discussion may needlessly make
them targets of attack. They will have to
abandon and, perhaps, denounce you.

* Assume that everyone in the discus-
sion has more credibility than you do.
Your job is to validate your credibility
every time, rather than to discredit others.

* Be relentlessly positive (avoid all
negative words) and constructive (avoid
criticizing and criticism). Both fuel your
opponents.

* Focus on the truly important 5 per-
cent and forget the rest. Respond to and
develop what truly matters.

* Emotional words plus negative,
destructive language equals less truth and
trustworthiness. Let the attacker discredit
him or herself.

* Be calm. Critics,agitators and bul-
lies are energized by anger, emotionalism
and whininess.

» Silence is always toxic to the
accused. Even your friends will sacrifice
you.

* Refuse to be distracted by negativi-
ty, friendly pressure or the agendas of
others. They are not in the spotlight. You
are.

* Discourage others from explaining
your situation. They will get it wrong.
You will be blamed, and they will be
attacked. They will then have to abandon
you altogether.

* Everything that goes around comes
back around. Avoid verbal vegetables, the
words, phrases and statements you write or
say that you will have to eat in the future.

* Remember, truth is 15 percent facts
and data and 85 percent emotion and per-
ception. Facts do matter, but addressing the
emotional component of issues and ques-
tions is more important.

* Be strategic. Say, act, plan and write
with future impact in mind.

* Prepare to work alone and be aban-
doned by just about everyone.

* Stay cool. Reasoned,appropriate,
direct and constructive responses tend to
disempower those on the attack.
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* Keep the testosterosis under control.
Every bit of negative energy you throw in
their direction will multiply by a factor of
five to 10,and they will throw it right back
atyou.

*Work in real time. Do it now; fix it
now;ask it now; challenge it now.

* In all speaking and writing, be sim-
ple,sensible, positive and empathetic.

* Avoid the creation of critics and
adversaries; they accumulate, hang around
and never cease.

* Get accustomed to accommodating
the long-term, relentlessly negative nature
of these situations.

* Correct and clarify what matters, but
do it all on your own Web site. Avoid join-
ing blogs or conversations outside your
site. The latter strategy will suck all of your
energy into responding to others who are
having fun and sleeping well, while you are
doing neither.

* It’s your destiny. If you refuse to
manage it,someone else will.

If the attacks are online, generally
speaking, you have some options. You can
rework your Web site with the help of
search engine optimization (SEO) firms
that will enable Web search results to pro-
vide more positive than negative listings.
Also,a good precaution is registering all
common misspellings for your Web site
and derogatory domain name options in a
variety of potential suffixes (.com, .bus,
.org, .net and others). The intent is to
block the use of these potential attack tools
for a period of years so others are unable to
use them against you.

Sometimes all it takes is a letter from an
attorney asking the perpetrator to cease and
desist the damaging commentary. But real-
istically, however, you need to let the situa-
tion persist for a time before you take this
particular route. Recognize that whatever
you send in response,and no matter who it
comes from, will be posted and comment-
ed on by those who are attacking.

The bottom line for responding in the
new media environment is that the quality
of your responses, your products or your
services are going to be judged by their
tone, sensitivity and clarity. @
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