The Public Relations Principles in Crises Management

It’s not what happens, but what you do with it that really counts.
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“I put cyanide in your cakes.  I hate you,” said the scribbled note, one copy delivered by mail to the plant manager and a copy to the daily newspaper. Not a great way to start a day when everything seemed to be running smoothly. Sales were up, running double shift and last evenings employee and family barbecue had been a great success. What do we do? If you don’t know at this point, you’re in deep trouble.

Any organization can be hit with a crisis, regardless of preparation, prevention or care.  They are so unpredictable because they can be generated internally or externally, with advance notice or without. Humans and all their foibles staff our organizations. Even the best of them make mistakes. Machines run amok. Bad weather is predictable, but not preventable. Employee groups sometimes turn hostile and management doesn’t always use good judgement. 

The list gets longer all the time: Derailments, spills, floods, fires or explosions, food poisoning, tainted blood, plant closures, labour strikes, consumer boycotts, industrial accidents, “mistakes” made with customers or patients, media attacks, fear of spreading infection, troublesome legislation, hold-ups, killings and even hostage taking. But crises are not always so major. They can build over time with a series of events. That can begin with an ignored customer complaint, or a small and seemingly insignificant accident.

At the end of the day, the most critical factor is your response. It is the nature of your response that will determine whether the crisis will destroy or hurt you or whether respect for your organization will grow as a result.

Clear Policy Direction Sets the Tone

While crises can’t always be prevented, preparation does minimize the damage and may even be the difference between survival and going under.  Many organizations even grow through adversity.  The very best example in recent history is the manner in which Johnson and Johnson planned for and managed its Tylenol crisis. J & J did not know it would happen.  They did acknowledge that one day a crisis would hit.  Where, when and to what extent, only time would tell, their board of directors concluded when passing their policy statement on crises management.

That policy statement called on everyone in the organization to strive for excellence and care in all that they did from day to day, going on to acknowledge that disasters, mishaps and errors do happen and must be prepared for. It then directed all employees to be good communicators, but always communicating only within the framework of their status, knowledge and authority. They were encouraged to communicate facts, discouraged from speculating and directed that media interviews would only take place under the guidance or authority of the organization’s leadership and public affairs department.

Policy direction of this nature is the first step in taking control, taking ownership of a situation rather than being driven by the agendas of others. 

Grow with it.

Even an unforeseen crisis can be managed for minimum damage and can often be used to help an organization change and grow.  As the Dalai Lama says, “If it doesn’t kill me it will help me grow.”

At very least you learn how not to repeat an error. At best the whole organization moves up a notch. A phrase used often here is that, “ the bar is raised.”

Some organizations were not quite as willing to prepare as J & J.  Nixon, faced with Watergate, stated, “We’ll just have to PR our way out of this one.” Yes, right out of the Whitehouse. Con Edison, the big nuclear power generator in the Northeast U.S., when their Three Mile Island plant began to experience problems declared, “Trust us, everything is OK.” Somebody got very bad advise here.  Lying has never been a good communication or management strategy.

In Canada, CBC carried a report some years ago that Star-Kist had knowingly shipped a million cans of rancid tuna to grocery stores across the country. Star-Kist blamed biased federal government inspectors and the media. They slammed shut the doors and access to their ivory tower and refused comment. Retail stores took the product off the shelves and within weeks the company’s 38% market share plummeted to near zero. Their Canadian plants were shut down.  

Very recently the Firestone Tire and Ford Motor Company provided ample evidence of  “crises” mismanagement. Almost 200 deaths in North America and numerous incidents of shirking responsibility, blaming others, including the drivers [what happened to the rule that the customer is always right?] led to a crises of mistrust and credibility. The cost: billions of dollars and a generation of car and tire buyers are turned off. 

The President of Ford should have thought about what he would do if he bought a new pair of shoes at a department store and the heels both fell off the next day. Returning them to the store, how might he have responded to: “It’s not our fault, that’s how the rotten things come to us from China.”  He’d have blown his top. 

No two crises are identical.  In 1997 the people of Winnipeg could see a flood approaching for two weeks or more. A record snowstorm in late spring was a very bad omen. That certainly allowed time for planning and preparation, but it also added a large measure of mental stress as it built towards the crest. Many labour strikes can be planned for because they can be predictable and management at times controls the situation by using the lockout tool. And if the dispute is settled prior to strike action, the planning time is not wasted.  It’s a learning experience and may in fact encourage settlement.

On the other hand, a fire, poisoning, derailment, industrial accidents or “pilot error” comes with no warning.  Day One puts you right in the heart of the crisis.

Crises are not all catastrophic, but still need careful management because they communicate a message to customers, neighbours, legislators and employees about how you manage your affairs. A gasoline spill at a service station is such an event as is a customer complaint and a threat of lawsuit. An industrial accident with no injuries. One event such as these is not going to derail your organization, but they all need action and communication. Otherwise you’re leaving your organization in harm’s way.

Everything we do and counsel is based on the unshakeable premise that the public has a right to know what is happening in their world. 

So what can you do to prevent, prepare and manage the crises that will one day surely confront your organization?  To answer that, let’s look at crisis management in eight orderly stages that go from awareness/preparedness, to assessment, team building, positioning/strategy, readiness, action, evaluation and follow-up to closure:

Awareness:  Be prepared for what might happen.  Not if, but when. Remember the J & J board decision.  One of our major manufacturing clients prepared a “disaster” plan directing exactly how to manage a plant fire or explosion.  The engineers had everything in place.  One thing was missing at the time: a communication plan. A small fire hit and several local employees took it upon themselves to respond to media questions exclaiming, “It’s a disaster.  The plant will be closed for weeks.”  Customers and employees panicked and needed immediate assurance of secure supply and safe employment.

Within a month we were doing a crises communication plan to complement the work of the engineers and operation people. A second fire tested that plan and it worked.

So have a plan in place and be ready to run.

Assessment: A very important step.  This must be done quickly, professionally and by a team of people.  

First step is to determine exactly what did and did not happen. Your first public statement, if one is required, may be that you are assessing the situation and will report your findings as soon as possible.  This is no time for speculation.  One of our clients, wanting to be helpful immediately following a major chemical spill, said to the media he was sure that it would disappear quickly by evaporation and seepage into the ground.  “It’s dissipating nicely,” he said. The chemical proved to be carcinogenic, the area was highly populated and had ground wells. Assess the situation first and then speak. The company spokesperson had effectively told the public that a private problem had now turned into a major public threat. The predictable outcry was staggering and the real damage took years to overcome. 

Next we review the history of the situation.  Is this a first or part of a pattern? The findings here have implications for operation and communication strategies. A retail chain following a late night robbery and killing called us in.  The chain claimed it was as much a victim as the dead clerk.  While partially true, turned out that it was the 15th hold up of the year for them and they were doing nothing extraordinary to prevent them.  A very extensive program was developed including extra supervision, cash control, alarms and video cameras, double staffing, behaviour management, and many other aspects.  Two years later the mayor hailed the company as a model citizen.

Identify all the players and stakeholders.  Who needs to know, what and when?

Who is hurt by this event and who may try to take advantage of it?  For example, competitors may exaggerate the damage you’ve taken.  Politicians may use it to gain voter sympathy for a cause. A union may use the event as a reason for more employment or reduced hours. Any and all of these people may be right. 

Finally, but certainly not insignificant, what are the legal implications?  We don’t give legal advice and we discourage clients from taking public relations advice from lawyers.  Get their input on public statements, but not their direction, and especially don’t take advice that says, “say nothing.” 

We moved quickly one day when a client was quoted in the paper as saying, “My lawyer has advised me to stop giving information to the public.” The information in question was the level of service being continued during a labour dispute and the refusal to be interviewed became a major focus of the strike and that was much worse than almost anything he might have said.  We changed his mind.

Team building: It begins with identifying and preparing a credible spokesperson.  Who will be able to deliver the information in a manner that will be accepted by stakeholders and the public? If possible there should only be one voice, unless the matter is so complex as to require specialists in appropriate fields.  The team should also include legal counsel, media relations, public affairs expert when required and others appropriate to the issue. The team should meet regularly for approvals.  Make the meetings short and decisive.   

Positioning and Strategy: It’s the guiding light and the vision that will lead you through all your communication be it verbal, written or graphic.  It may be twofold: positioning of the organization and positioning of the crisis event. For example, your organization may be dedicated to quality service, but you’ve had a terrible accident. You position the incident as a one-time error by one machine, one person.  It’s like “pilot error” within a well run organization and a perfectly maintained aircraft. 

The objective for closure is to bring the two positions in synch.  

Lee Iaccocca was a master at this when with Chrysler. A good organization, but not perfect. When divisions or individuals made mistakes he admitted that a wrong had been done, apologized, promised it would never happen again in his organization. He positioned Chrysler as strong, honest, high quality and ethical.  He told people what changes had been implemented to prevent a recurrence of the mistake and offered to make amends, usually in the form of a discount on their next purchase, which drove new sales through the roof.  He seized the opportunity.

Working for a hospital where a mistake had been made in a lab, we isolated the lab from the overall hospital. The hospital was and is on a mission of quality care. The mistake was the action of one person. The message was that there would be no compromising of quality patient care. Closure came with action and a public statement describing how new quality control measures synchronized the future activities of the lab and the entire organization. The hospital and its leaders did not shirk responsibility. They accepted it and moved forward.

Look for the positive outcome, the growth opportunity.

One final and important point on strategy here: be proactive making your public statement because the public does have a right to know.  There are two counterpoint cases that illustrate why.  

In the hospital case mentioned above management said immediately that everyone must be informed as quickly as possible.  Everything must be above board was the directive.  A media conference was held and all the information was released. The news media became the hospital’s communication right arm and ally. 

By contrast, a government lab about a month later had a “spill” and, for whatever reason, chose not to tell anyone.  About three weeks after the spill an anonymous caller contacted the Globe and Mail and the story raged on for days. The media went on the attack with stories and editorials.  It now became a communication and confidence crisis.  People said that never again could lab officials be trusted or believed.  A serious mistake was made from which it will take years to recover. 

Readiness: Remember the boy scouts motto: Be prepared!  Aeroplane pilots don’t learn to fly a new plane in the air.  They spend hundreds of hours first in a simulator.

Real readiness must begin before the crises with the preparation of a crisis communication manual. At very least it states the intention of the organization to be communicative with everyone who needs and wants to know, co-operative with authorities and mindful always of the rights, safety and well being of employees and the public. While that is a critical beginning, it also needs the names of all the people involved, their home, office and cell phone numbers, including media. Leaders and spokespersons should have been identified and prepared in advance of  a crises occurring.

It also helps if potential crises are identified in advance and ranked on a matrix as to the severity of their nature. With this tool available, you are less likely to over or under react. For example, a fender bender with the company truck should not be ignored, but neither does it demand attention from the very top. On the other hand, an accident with a death in the workplace should be top priority from management all the way to the top. In fact, the CEO is the one who should phone the family and express personal and “corporate” condolences.

Before going public have a professional prepare a set of questions you are likely to get from the media, from your employees or any of the other stakeholder groups. Then develop, and practice the answers. This is no time to wing it.

Prepare or assemble lists of people and organizations with whom you need to communicate, often the stakeholders.  The might include media, employees, suppliers, neighbours, customers and government.

Analyze each of the stakeholder groups to determine what information they need to feel comfortable with the situation.

As a rule, there are three important message components:

· What happened?

· What was done about it or is still being done?

· What is/will be done to prevent recurrence?

Draft news releases and letters to stakeholders so they are ready to go and have them checked with legal counsel.

And of course, set up communication central.  Let everyone know where it is, all the numbers and addresses (including web site). Usually the best site is right at “the plant”.  We were permanently closing a manufacturing plant and the company president decided over several objections that all media relations would be handled by him from our office.  “We will refuse to do interviews at the plant and that way we won’t have our name flashed on the screen.”  Right! The president got his interviews, but the more dramatic footage was taken at the plant with union leaders, tearful out-of-work employees.

Action:  Rule #1 in action and statements is honesty. Provide only the truth, the facts and expert analysis. If matters are still unclear, say so and promise you will deliver information as it becomes known.

Rule #2 is take responsibility for the situation and where appropriate, express regrets. Remember the Ford mistake and the Chrysler triumph.

Rule # 3 is release as much information as possible because voids will be filled, often with misinformation. In one case we helped manage, police were involved and asked us to divulge nothing because it could “harm their investigation.” Because the case involved a loss of life, everyone began speculating and because it was post 9/11 some even asked if others should be concerned about Anthrax or other bio-medical hazards. That was not the case, but in the meantime because we had followed the knee-jerk direction of the police, the situation was inflamed to the detriment of all. Police subsequently agreed that in fact the release of more information would not harm their investigation at all.

Rule # 4 is act fast, but not in haste. Act with the facts.

So then, issue the news release and the letters being very careful about timing. In every issue there are those people who should not hear the story for the first time through the news media.  Make sure they get advance briefing even if it’s just minutes before.

Also be sure that spokespersons are available 24 hours a day.  Sometimes you need to have a back-up ready to go. You may need a “war room” or a central location for media to come in order to gather the very latest. Those places need to be appropriately located, equipped and staffed. 

Another practice in very critical situations is to consider taping all interviews for your own record just in case there is a subsequent dispute over what was, and was not said. This can be as simple as using a mini tape recorder or a videographer.

Evaluation:  Get feedback from peer and the community, review press clippings and radio and television tapes.  If any of the coverage is wrong or misleading get it corrected immediately.

Hold daily or even hourly meetings [if needed] of the team with a checklist agenda to make certain all bases are being covered and everyone who needs to be is fully informed.

Fine-tune the messages and backgrounders as new questions arise from the public and the media.

Follow-up to closure: The last thing you want is a negative story that drags on for days, months or even years. In some cases this cannot be avoided if, for instance, a coroner or Workers Comp inquest is held.  That keeps the news flowing.  On the other hand, pre-emptive actions often work. For example, providing comprehensive information to a possible critic in advance may forestall a second news conference or a series of damaging questions in a Legislature or Parliament. 

Rather than looking at this as a negative job of damage control or getting those nasty reporters off our back, frame it as an opportunity. Closure means synchronizing the public images of an organization as stated in the strategy section above.  It also means being able to report to stakeholders and the public how your organization and the people within it have grown because of the event.  

Speaking of that, in some cases, wounds need to be healed. For example, during a strike, plant closings, or other crises, things may be said or done that hurt others. Sometimes closure means a follow-up program for internal, customer, or community relationship re-building.

 After all, it’s not what happens, but what you do with it that counts at the end of the day.
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