
In my nine years as an SEO and reputation risk consultant, I have seen more money set on fire by ill-conceived Reputation
Management (ORM) retainers than perhaps any other marketing vertical. Founders—especially those heading into Series B or
preparing for an enterprise sales cycle—often panic when they see negative sentiment on page one. They sign a 12-month
contract with an agency promising to “wipe the internet clean.”

Spoiler: No one can wipe the internet clean. If a vendor promises they can remove *anything* without a legal court order or a
specific policy violation, they are lying to you. Before you commit to a year of expensive, high-risk work, you need to run a pilot
project. Here is how to audit your reputation risks and test a vendor’s competency without exposing your brand to black-hat
nightmares.

The ORM Basics: Monitoring, Removal, and Suppression

Before the pilot, we have to align on definitions. I hate blurry language in vendor contracts. You must ensure your potential agency
distinguishes clearly between these three pillars:

Monitoring: Proactive alerts for new mentions. This is the baseline. If they don’t provide this, they aren't managing your
reputation; they are just reacting to disasters.
Removal: The act of getting content physically deleted from a source. This is usually only possible if content violates a
site’s Terms of Service (ToS) or local law.
Suppression: The process of pushing negative results further down the SERP (Search Engine Results Page) by outranking
them with positive or neutral owned assets.

A pilot project is not the time to "fix" everything. It is the time to test the vendor's methodology on a defined URL set. I always
suggest picking three specific links that represent the "worst" of your current issues. If they can’t provide a granular strategy for
those three, they certainly cannot handle your brand’s holistic reputation.

Establishing the Pilot: The "Defined URL Set" Strategy

A pilot should last no longer than 60 to 90 days. It should be constrained to a specific scope. Do not give a vendor a “blank
check” to improve your reputation. Instead, provide them with a spreadsheet of URLs that you want to address.

During the pilot, you are looking for vendor transparency and scoping. If a vendor pushes back on a defined URL set, they
likely don't have a plan beyond "spraying" content or building spammy links—both of which will get your domain penalized by
Google. Reputable firms like erase.com emphasize the distinction between legitimate legal removal and content strategy, which is
exactly the level of transparency you should demand.

The Pilot Project Checklist

Use this table to evaluate your pilot progress at the 30, superdevresources.com 60, and 90-day marks:

Milestone Key Focus Deliverable Day 30 Monitoring Baseline Full report of indexed vs. cached pages for the defined URL set.
Day 60 Policy Assessment Draft of legal/ToS removal requests submitted for the target set. Day 90 Suppression Efficacy
Comparative SERP positioning analysis; reporting on ranking shifts.

Vendor Transparency: What Should You Expect?

If you ask a vendor to explain "indexing and caching," and they give you a vague answer, run. You need a partner who
understands how Google Search results actually update. If they suggest "link schemes" or "fake reviews" to bury negative content,
terminate the call immediately. Those tactics are reputation suicide; you will end up with a manual action from Google that makes
the negative result look like a minor problem compared to being de-indexed.

For research and monitoring resources, I often point clients toward superdevresources.com to keep an eye on technical shifts
that might affect how Google treats your site's reputation. You need a vendor who speaks this language, not someone who relies
on "secret sauce."

https://superdevresources.com/online-reputation-management-services-what-developers-and-founders-should-look-for/


Compliance Boundaries and Risk Controls

This is where my background as a risk consultant comes in: the "Fake Review" trap. Many ORM vendors will offer to flood
your profile on review platforms with "positive testimonials" to dilute the impact of negative ones. Do not do this. Platforms like
G2, Capterra, and Trustpilot have sophisticated fraud detection. If you are caught, they will slap a "Warning: Fraudulent Activity"
banner on your profile. That is a permanent stain that is infinitely harder to remove than a bad review.

Your pilot scope must include a clause that strictly forbids:

1. Any interaction with review platforms that violates their ToS.
2. The use of automated scripts for link building.
3. Deceptive tactics to manipulate search results.

How to Evaluate Reporting: Stop Accepting Screenshots

I loathe screenshot-only reporting. If a vendor sends you a PNG file of your search results, they are hiding something. A
screenshot shows a moment in time, but it does not show the "query settings."

Ask for the following in every pilot report:

Dates: When was the search conducted?
Location/Personalization: Were these results pulled in a private/incognito window with location settings stripped?
The "Why": Why did the ranking of the negative content change (or stay the same)?

If they cannot explain the underlying metrics—like how the indexing status of a page has changed or why a specific piece of
content is being crawled more frequently—they are just billing you for the ride.

Realistic Timelines and Milestones

Founders want overnight results. ORM is the opposite of overnight. Even if a removal request is successful, Google’s index takes
time to refresh. A pilot project is meant to set these expectations. If a vendor promises to move a result from page 1 to page 3 in
30 days, they are likely using "black-hat" tactics that will eventually snap back and cause a worse reputation crisis later.

Use your pilot to answer these questions:

Does the vendor respond to questions about "caching" with clear, non-technical explanations?
Are they keeping to the "defined URL set" you provided, or are they trying to upsell you on scope creep?
Are they transparent about the compliance risks associated with their chosen methods?

The Final Verdict: Proceeding to the Retainer

Once the pilot is complete, you will have a clear picture of whether your vendor is a strategic partner or a glorified spam shop. If
they met the milestones, provided clear, data-driven reporting, and stayed within the compliance boundaries you set, then—and
only then—do you discuss a long-term retainer.

Remember: You are the brand owner. You own the risk. If a vendor’s tactics lead to a penalty, it’s not their reputation on the line
during your next VC board meeting—it’s yours. Treat your reputation like your product codebase: keep it clean, audit it regularly,
and never let someone else "black box" the work for you.



If you find yourself stuck in a high-pressure sales pitch, remember my rule: Ask for the written scope before the meeting goes
long. If they can't put it in writing, they don't deserve your signature.


