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Chapter 9 – Crisis Management

[p.207] “An organization unprepared to deal with crisis is constantly at risk.”
Crisis – a significant business disruption that stimulates extensive media coverage.  The resulting public scrutiny will affect the organization’s normal operations and also could have a political, legal, financial & governmental impact on its business. (The Institute for Crisis Management)

Most situations can be anticipated – and possibly avoided – but risk management, issue anticipation and crisis communication programs have become integral parts of the public relations process.

Crisis management doesn’t imply PR practitioners can manage external influences.  But they can manage the response.  Three understandings are required:

1. The public & political environment in which the crisis is occurring

2. The culture & inner workings of the organization facing the crisis

3. Human nature – how persons & groups involved will likely react to the crisis

How people typically respond to issues:

[p.207] PR counselor Philip Lesly developed this model.  On any given issue dividing public opinion, people will fall into one of five groups:
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Zealots are the first people to take firm stands on an issue, for or against, but they often anger people even those inclined to agree with them.

The majority will watch to see which way opinion leaders go before speaking or acting.  Therefore, PR professionals must focus on the 8% who can influence the 90%.  Opinion leaders are rarely visible leaders…they aren’t necessarily the best educated and articulate…but are always familiar and trustworthy.

Most people seek reinforcement from people in the same situation – not from people who are different than us.

Human Nature:

When people feel their physical needs or safety are threatened, they panic.  Base instincts for survival kick in.  You can count on self-interest or self-preservation to take command of a person’s emotions and actions.

Importance of Communications:

Human nature equips most people to handle substantial bad news or physical danger simply by making adjustments.  But people find it difficult to cope for long periods with uncertainty that stems from non-information or mistrust of information.

The public expects leaders of trusted organizations to act with total honesty and sensitivity during and after a crisis.

Causes of Crisis:

1. Acts of God – storms earthquakes, volcanoes, etc.

2. Mechanical problems – ruptured pipes, metal fatigue, etc.

3. Human error – the wrong valve was opened, miscommunication, etc.

4. Management decisions, actions or inaction – the problem isn’t serious, no one will find out, etc.

Two Types of Crises:

1. Sudden – comes without warning (employee injury, death of key executive, oil spill, product tampering, etc.)

2. Smoldering – generally not known internally or externally until it goes public & generates negative media coverage (operational weaknesses, bad practices, illegal activity); the majority of crises are this kind!

Media influence:

While most people agree the media is a responsible carrier of information needed by citizens, many would also agree the news media concentrates on scandals that have some entertainment value.

When people lack trustworthy information they tend to assume the worst.  Therefore, trust must precede information.
Guidelines for handling crisis communications:

1. Anticipate the unexpected – the greatest single obstacle to effective crisis preparation is management denial that one will occur
2. Institute & practice a crisis communications plan 
3. Train employees – what to do in a crisis
4. One spokesperson – should communicate with the public & news media
5. Another spokesperson – if the crisis affects multiple publics a second person may be needed to keep elected officials & opinion leaders in the loop
6. Do not speculate – only provide information about what is known
7. Remember – how an organization communicates through a crisis will determine, in the minds of most people, how it actually handled the crisis
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