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Take-Aways
	You need effective crisis management in today’s hyperconnected world.
	People rush to judgment when a news story confirms their preconceptions.
	Resist your likely gut reaction of self-protection and self-preservation.
	“Tell it all, tell it early, tell it yourself.”
	Many crises emerge slowly, as a series of mishandled or ignored smaller events.
	Crisis communication begins and ends with the CEO, the public face of the company.
	Monitor online customer discourse about your organization.
	Social media outlets function as early warning systems of something amiss and fuel for the fire.
	Apologize sincerely; acknowledge the damage you caused and promise to “make things right.”
	Crisis communication should be a flexible, reactive process, not a step-by-step plan.


Recommendation
Every day brings fresh stories of another company or celebrity in crisis. From massive oil spills to Twitter gaffes, mishandled crises can ring the death knell for a brand or individual in today’s hyperconnected world. Three decades in the trenches and on the front lines have given crisis management expert Bill Walker a clear perspective on the ins and outs of crisis communications. He emphasizes truth and transparency, putting the public’s interests ahead of self-preservation and, if possible, surpassing prevailing negative preconceptions. His account proves engagingly anecdotal, if repetitive at times. getAbstract recommends that executives and public relations professionals use this book as a safety net while walking the crisis management tightrope.

Summary
Be Aware and Prepare
Even more than ever before, businesses must prepare for and handle crises. In today’s world of instant connections, bad news travels around the globe in minutes, and people judge you and your company in a flash. First, you must understand the public’s expectations and the environment in which you operate. Then, prepare for a crisis so that you can react purposefully and wisely.
“Today’s crisis communications environment is more explosive and more potentially devastating to both your brand and your own career than ever before.”

In an American court of law, you’re innocent until proven guilty. In the court of public opinion, the opposite is true. You are guilty unless you can prove you’re not. A story once circulated on Facebook about a couple who stiffed a New Jersey server because they did not support her gay identity. Thousands of people reacted, shaming the narrow-minded couple and sending money to the persecuted waitress. As it turned out, the story was a hoax. The couple actually left a 20% gratuity and never commented on the server’s sexuality. The waitress had a history of fabricating stories, but the public believed her, condemned the accused couple and never checked the facts.
Negative Preconceptions
People rush to judgment when a story confirms their preconceptions. Most preconceptions are negative, shaped by numerous scandals, misdeeds, cover ups and treachery. The media bombard the public with news, much of it is bad news. People no longer trust politicians, CEOs or religious leaders, and they have grown cynical about corporations acting out of self-interest while inflicting harm. Don’t expect sympathy or understanding when your company is under fire.
“There is no communications tactic that will elevate your company’s reputation more effectively than making the tough decision and putting it into action.”

Incorporate the three philosophies into your crisis communications strategy. First, do not attempt to spin, manage or cover up your predicament. Aim for complete transparency. Second, focus every action and communication on what is best for the public, not for your company. Third, strive to shatter the negative expectations that the public has about you and your company.
It’s Not About You
The public assumes that your first reaction to a crisis will be rationalization and self-protection. This is the human default response. Feeling attacked triggers the innate fight-or-flight reaction and a defensive instinct. This led to the CEO of BP to describe the colossal oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico as “relatively tiny.” Initial discussions about how to manage a crisis often revolve around self-defense. Organizations that prioritize self-preservation amplify crises and turn public sentiment against them even more.
“Once caught in a cover-up...you are in quicksand and sinking fast, with no one offering to lend a hand to pull you up – on the contrary, most people are cheering as you sink.”

In 2013, the athletic wear company Lululemon recalled its black yoga pants because the fabric was too sheer. Co-founder Chip Wilson downplayed the issue and blamed “some women’s bodies.” His YouTube apology made matters worse because he talked about himself instead of the women he offended. The company he’d helped create forced him out.
“Nothing will backfire faster and have you ‘flamed’...than a cheesy-sounding post filled with PR spin.”

Attempting to maintain tight control over the outflow of information often backfires. Consider golf pro Tiger Woods. His team carefully controlled his media image until they couldn’t. When Woods crashed his SUV in the driveway and his wife Elin smashed its rear window with a golf club, the media descended. Woods and his team tried to manage the story, but events spiraled out of control; several women surfaced claiming to have had affairs with the golfer. Woods spoke to the media three months into the crisis, but that was too late. He had already lost many lucrative sponsorships and a lot of public respect.
Putting Out Fires
Crisis preparedness often focuses on getting ready to handle “the big one.” Yet, many crises emerge as a series of smaller events that companies mishandle or ignore. Establish an effective “crisis avoidance” or “issues management” process to deal with calamities decisively, before they evolve into monster situations. Build crucial stakeholder relationships in advance. Having an effective issues management program in place allows you to communicate with employees, customers, investors, vendors, public officials and media representatives as soon as it’s necessary. While updating your stakeholders is important, never let your employees find out about a problem from an outside source. Leaving your own people out of the loop will alienate everyone.
“The more your employees know about your company’s policy and process around crisis, the less prone they will be to panic and second-guessing the day a crisis hits.”

Identify your stakeholders – employees, investors, customers, government officials, and the like. Employ an outside consultant or agency to help you delve into your relationship with each segment of your constituency and to establish a baseline measurement. Sort your stakeholders into four groups. The first is influential, necessary stakeholders you must “manage closely.” Second come those you wish to “keep satisfied.” Third are those you want to “keep informed,” and, fourth, list stakeholders you simply need to monitor. Evaluate stakeholders based on their interest and influence.
“Good leaders don’t just hear what they want to hear, they demand to know what they need to hear.”

Prioritize communications as you would notify family about a tragedy. First, alert executive members, the board and senior management. Next, communicate with employees, and then move to the third tier of stakeholders such as vendors, regulators and customers. Lastly, inform the public via traditional and digital media.
Take It from the Top
A crisis is not the time to protect or shield the CEO from harsh truths. He or she needs to face the trauma head-on as the leading representative of the company. This is particularly true in the current era of CEOs-as-celebrities, when most people can identify individuals such as Warren Buffett, Jeff Bezos, Marissa Mayer and Mark Zuckerberg. Leaders must encourage their staff to speak “truth to power” and convey bleak realities without fear.
“Your reputation will be tested every time a customer interacts with you, testing your brand promise and hoping it will be true.”

Lanny Davis, a lawyer in the Clinton administration during the Monica Lewinsky scandal, stated it plainly: “Tell it all, tell it early, tell it yourself.” This should be the mantra of every CEO during an emerging crisis. A shining example is Johnson & Johnson CEO James Burke’s response to the Tylenol tampering emergency. When someone contaminated sealed boxes of the medicine with cyanide, Burke immediately recalled every box at a cost of more than $31 million.
Media Training
Handling interviews is an essential leadership skill. Every executive should undergo media training. Beware that no matter how positive your intentions are, your instinct is to protect yourself and your company. Whenever you limit the information you share or shape it toward your own benefit, you compromise your integrity and authenticity. The public expects you to prevaricate, spin the truth or lie outright, so protect yourself from attacks on your credibility by telling the truth and nothing but the truth.
“When lives have been lost in tragedies, people don’t want to hear from [a] corporate robot spewing lines...crafted in the mahogany-paneled boardroom of some big law firm.”

Media competition to break news stories is fierce; often, fact checking takes a backseat. Know the environment in which you operate, communicate clearly and concisely, and build relationships with respectable journalists.
It’s Happening Online
Public relations-savvy CEOs should establish a presence on social media sites well before a crisis hits. Unfortunately, in 2014, fewer than 10% of corporate CEOs had an active Twitter account, and two-thirds did not participate in any social medium. Social media are essential for communicating with stakeholders; these outlets are your crisis radar. Today, your customers define your brand online as they share their thoughts and feelings about their experiences with your products. When you meet or exceed expectations, it strengthens your brand reputation. Reports of negative experiences weaken your brand. Know what consumers are saying about you online. Select a monitoring service and assign monitoring duties internally. Pinpoint searches for key words and identify influencers to follow, such as bloggers or advisory groups.
“The single undeniable truth about the otherwise complex business of crisis communications is that it’s all about the collision between your instincts and the public’s expectations.”

If you think tweets and posts about your brand have gotten particularly nasty, it’s because they have. Research shows that a disproportionate share of comments is negative. Don’t ignore them. Understand the prevalence of online “haters,” and do your research. Learn if a poster lurks on the fringes or is attempting to advance a particular agenda. If not, the post may signal a shift in public opinion worth monitoring.
“Arrogance dies hard and humility sometimes comes too late in a crisis situation.”

Social media are not only an early warning system of something amiss; they’re fuel for the fire. For example, a social gaffe can quickly take on titanic proportions by going viral. When the former director of communications for IAC, Justine Sacco, tweeted, “Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding! I’m white,” before boarding the plane, the story spread around the world before she landed at her destination. Although she apologized, she destroyed her reputation. Never tweet or post a comment you would not say to a roomful of people.
I’m Sorry, Truly Sorry
The only acceptable apology as a scandal breaks is an authentic apology. When David Morrison, lieutenant general of the Australian army, learned that people from the army had participated in an “Internet sex ring,” he pledged, “I will be ruthless in ridding the army of anyone who cannot live up to its values.” People found his emotional reaction genuine and believed him. In contrast, celebrity chef Paula Deen made her problems worse when she attempted several times to apologize for saying something racist in the past. She behaved like a victim and rationalized her actions, deeply damaging her warm, friendly personal brand.
“If you are perceived to be acting in your own self-interest at first, the attitudes formed are extremely unlikely to change later.”

Acknowledge the public’s pain and the damage your company caused. In 2014, a Chevron fracking well exploded in southwestern Pennsylvania, killing a worker, causing a fire and threatening the local water supply. The company responded by mailing nearby residents a coupon for a free pizza and liter of soda. The story went viral, and the public responded with online posts like “We guarantee your fracking rig won’t explode, or your pizza is free!” Once you’ve apologized and acknowledged the consequences, research what went wrong, devise a plan to prevent the crisis from reoccurring and “make it right.” People will forgive and forget, as long as no repeat episodes take place.
Anticipate Public Reaction
Learn what preconceived notions the public has about your brand and industry. Answer two questions. “How does the public expect us to react?” and “How could we go above and beyond their expectations?” By trouncing expectations, you turn a crisis into an opportunity to strengthen your brand reputation. For example, a disappointed University of Oregon football fan emailed Coach Chip Kelly an invoice for $439 for his travel and ticket costs when the team lost to rival Boise State. Coach Kelly sent the fan a personal check and earned a lifelong devotee.
Crisis Management 101
Crisis communication should be a flexible, reactive process, rather than a step-by-step plan. Crises are unpredictable and don’t allow time for strategizing. Assign a “core” or “executive” crisis group to include the CEO, vice president of communications and in-house legal counsel. The crisis team should include representatives from operations, human resources, public affairs, and sales and marketing. Line up external advisers to assist during the crisis, such as a PR agency, law firm or government relations expert. Consider hiring trained crisis communications counsel. They’ll be more objective and knowledgeable about media, and they’ll have the experience your team may lack.
“To say you are sorry, you have to actually be sorry.”

Put simple structures in place for decision making and approvals. Members of the approval committee must commit to being available at all times throughout the crisis. Set up a daily meeting for the crisis team. Your initial communication should address how and when you’ll update the media and what you’re doing to investigate the causes of the situation.
“There is no silver bullet, no PR strategy, no PR adviser senior and skilled enough, to help people whose instinct is to lie.”

After the crisis passes, conduct investigations and take the pulse of public opinion. Consolidate the raw data, and document the progression of the crisis and the company’s reactions while it’s still fresh. Next, begin a relaunch plan that helps you:
	“Acknowledge what you’ve been through.”
	“Tell people who you are and what you stand for.”
	“Explain your commitment to them now and in the future.”


About the Author
Bill Walker spent two decades at The Toronto Star as a journalist and 10 years as a crisis communications specialist. He heads the Midtown PR consultancy.
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