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Companies in the food processing industry are under a magnifying glass. 
Products directly affect the health of discerning consumers. Scandals 
lurk. Many producers are not sufficiently aware of their vulnerability, nor 
the opportunities to strengthen their reputation. Reputation is constantly 
under pressure; everyone has an opinion about you. Everything you say 
and do, or fail to do, as a company or brand and what others say about you 
affects it.

We all remember the salmonella 
contamination at Ferrero’s Kinder Surprise 
and the head in the sand mentality that 
showed how damaging communicating too 
late is to your corporate reputation. 
Famous examples in Belgium and the 
Netherlands are the horsemeat fraud, 
poultry campaigns from Wakker Dier -a 
Dutch foundation that advocates for 
animals in the livestock industry-, 
Foodwatch’s fight for consumer rights, and 
the Listeria-contaminated salmon. All 
examples were picked up en masse by the 
media. Even the less obvious actions, such 
as a recall, can cause a dent in the 
reputation and lead to (temporary) 
boycotts. These things can be done 
differently was demonstrated last summer 
by chocolate producer Barry Callebaut, 
which, by communicating openly and 

decisively, even turned the salmonella 
crisis to its advantage and strengthened 
its brand position.    

A strong reputation is one of an 
organization’s most important assets and 
gives your brand or company confidence 
and preference over competitors. A strong 
reputation guarantees more customers, a 
sought-after position as an attractive 
employer and an excellent relationship 
with your stakeholders. A strong 
reputation translates into growth, 
strengthens the competitive position, 
improves the goodwill position on the 
balance sheet and increases resilience 
once a crisis hits.  

Profit
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Conversely, a weak reputation is a major 
problem in the food processing industry. 
Supermarkets and consumers look 
critically at a product’s origin and expect 
safe, high-quality food. Food and drink are 
literally vital; what you choose affects your 
health and says something about your 
lifestyle. Crisis sensitivity in the food 
sector is the vulnerable flip side of the 
reputation coin. Potential issues that make 
food processing companies vulnerable 
include sustainability promises that do not 
match reality, hygiene guidelines that are 
not followed, incorrect packaging 
materials or incomplete labeling, and the 
presence of substances in raw materials 
that do not belong in the final product. 

A recall-although depending on where the 
product is in the chain at the time of the 
recall-has a significant impact on a food 
manufacturer’s reputation. Whether it is 
an error in the production process, where 
the blame clearly lies with the 
manufacturer, or a contamination of raw 
materials with, for example, ethylene oxide 

 

-a substance that in the past was not 
examined in the raw materials analysis-, 
where the question of blame is less clear. 
The average consumer will not see this 
difference and will react mainly to media 
reports and draw their own unsupported 
conclusion.

The good news is that reputation is more 
manageable than ever before. There are 
countless means and methods with which 
you can work on your visibility and 
reputation. The five factors in the 
reputation mix can be used to steer this 
process: 

1.  Performance
2.  Leadership
3.  Social relevance
4.  Work environment
5.  Agility 

Crisis-prone

Steering reputation
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All five important factors, which together 
determine the reputation. You can manage 
your reputation by choosing from these 
five factors the themes on which you can 
profit. For example, themes on which your 
organization or brand does not sufficiently 
promote itself, or which represent a widely 
accepted value within the organization. 
You give meaning to the selected factors 
by, for example, showing performance and 
(knowledge) leadership and emphasizing 
the innovative character. But also by 
making a social contribution, acting with 
integrity and ethics and showing that your 
organization is environmentally sensitive. 
Here, the connection between promise 
relevance and evidence is a hygiene factor. 
Making your social significance visible and 
demonstrable offers perhaps the most 
opportunities for food companies.

In addition to active reputation 
management, every company must 
prepare for expected crisis or issues. With 
good preparation, you can emerge from a 
crisis even stronger. Barry Callebaut is a 
good example of this. So prepare for 
possible scenarios, such as a recall, a 
serious accident, an action group targeting 
your company, food contamination or 
fraud in the chain. Practice these 
scenarios so everyone is on edge and 
knows what to do if necessary.

Emerging stronger from a crisis

A few tips for getting a better grip on reputation:

Monitor what is being said and written about your organization or product. 
Make sure you know how your company or brand is perceived and what 
stakeholders expect from you.

For your (proactive) communication policy, choose one or two themes on 
which you want to be seen and recognized. The sharper the theme, the 
better.

Prepare for a crisis or issue by mapping out all possible scenarios, including 
the strategy you follow for each scenario, the message and a roadmap.

When things do go wrong, take responsibility (this is different from admitting 
guilt). In doing so, the interests of consumers and other stakeholders are 
leading, not your own reputation.

Communicate quickly in a crisis. If you do not yet have all the information 
about the causes and scope, provide process information. 

Gun je merk of organisatie een 

1.

2.

3.

4.
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About us?
KTBA, a Mérieux NutriSciences company en IVRM Reputation work closely together to 
strengthen reputations in the food industry. In more than 25 years, KTBA has build up a 
lot of knowledge and experience in improving quality assurance (business) processes at 
food producers. IVRM Reputation has more than 20 years of experience in increasing the 
reputation value of organizations and brands. Together, KTBA and IVRM combine the 
knowledge and expertise to manage and improve food safety, quality assurance and 
reputation risks on a daily basis. 

IVRM Reputation 

Maarten Halsema

+31(0)6 - 535 25 196 
mhalsema@ivrm.nl 

KTBA, a Mérieux NutriSciences company 

Arjan van Heerde

+31(0)6 - 303 52 417 
arjanvanheerde@ktba.com

Give your brand or organization a strong reputation. Are you curious 
about the opportunities to increase the reputation value of your brand or 
organization? Or would you like to know what the downside risks are? 
Contact us without obligation. 
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