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INTRODUCTION

From almost the day I began a career in public relations, I have had to deal with 
crises. There were no books to read, or guidelines to follow, and the communica-
tions strategy basically came down to using good, common sense and street-smarts. 
During the 1990s, I often wrote and spoke on crisis management and communica-
tions and I would give the audience prepared hand-outs with guidelines, tips and 
tactics. I decided that there was a need for a book on this subject, so in 2000, I 
authored You’d Better Have A Hose If You Want to Put Out the Fire. Since then 
a score of books have been published on this subject. But crises continue, and 
the people responsible for managing and communicating them, obviously are not 
buying, borrowing, or reading the books available to help them.

I wrote Communicating In A Crisis for the senior people in management who 
most likely will be part of the crisis response team and held accountable in a 
crisis – the CEO; executive vice president; general counsel; heads of public rela-
tions/public affairs/corporate communications, human resources, manufactur-
ing/production, sales and marketing, and security. This book also will give entry 
and mid-level communications professionals an overview, and how-to approach 
to crises. It will serve as a checklist and reminder for senior practitioners. 

As did my first book, Communicating In A Crisis should serve as a textbook 
for faculty to use with students, and as a resource not only for corporate execu-
tives, but also officials of other types of organizations including nonprofit, higher 
education institutions, trade associations, government at all levels, and NGOs. 

The interaction between the public relations professional and the lawyer is very 
important to understand. A number of examples are included throughout this 
book, especially in Chapter 4, “Who Said Silence Is Golden?” I believe that if 
senior executives and attorneys had a better understanding of media relations 
and crisis communications, many crises could be contained as only a regrettable 
incident. To paraphrase the Spanish philosopher George Santayana, we need to 
anticipate the future by learning from the past.
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I believe this, or any book on crisis communications, should also be required 
reading for students graduating from law school or business school, so they will 
at least have exposure to the subject before it becomes reality. However, Timothy 
Sullivan, the retired president of The College of William & Mary and former dean 
of its law school, once reminded me, “Lawyers make very little money preventing 
crises, and a lot of money resolving them.” I had suggested to him a seminar on 
this subject for graduating law school students ready to take the bar exam and 
begin practice.

Whether or not it is this book, there should be at least one book on crisis man-
agement and communications in the library of every law firm, law school, busi-
ness school and journalism-public relations school in the country, and only an 
arm’s reach away from the CEO of a company or nonprofit organization, and the 
president or chancellor of a college or university.

Unfortunately, many management officials believe they are immune to crises. 
As a result, they do not have a crisis team or plan in place, and are either unpre-
pared or underprepared to deal with a crisis. The public relations firm Burson-
Marsteller surveyed the CEOs of a number of major corporations following the 
9/11 terror attack and found that 81 percent of the companies reported that their 
existing crisis plans were inadequate, and only 63% had made an effort to re-
evaluate their existing plans.

When Fred Thompson, a senior public relations executive reviewed my first 
book, he wrote: “This book is the closest thing to business preservation insurance 
that you will find. Keep it with all the other emergency numbers and manuals you 
rely on, because sooner or later, you’re going to need it.”

A new addition to this book is a summary check list at the end of each chapter. 
Faculty can use this as a review with students. Professionals can refer to the check-
list for discussion in meetings with a crisis team, or during internal roundtables or 
workshops at any organization.

All of the anecdotes and case histories in the book reinforce the basic prin-
ciples of managing and communicating in a crisis. Every case history presents a 
lesson to be learned. There are specific crises related to the travel and tourism 
industry in Chapter 8, the workplace in Chapter 9, governments in Chapter 10, 
sports in Chapter 11, and higher education in Chapter 12. All are relative to crises 
that can happen in any business or industry or nonprofit. A number of crises cited 
in this book could have been avoided with proper customer service. Chapter 14 is 
devoted to customer service.
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Every company, organization and institution is vulnerable to five generic crises 
that are outlined in Chapter 1. Additionally, each is vulnerable to crises specific 
to its business, product, or service. Chapter 1 also outlines 10 ways to prevent 
situations from becoming crises, and how to manage and communicate during a 
crisis.

In my 50-year career as a public relations counselor, I have been involved in 
crises faced by many different types of organizations. Among these were the 
largest owner and producer of California redwood lumber at a time when envi-
ronmentalists advocated taking private timber lands for a national park; a large 
university where I headed university relations and advised the president and was a 
member of his executive cabinet; California agriculture interests during the time 
Cesar Chavez was organizing the United Farm Workers labor movement; and 
a telecommunications and media company operating in five countries where, as 
vice president, I directed its public relations activities. I have also owned and 
operated my own counseling firm, worked for both profit and nonprofit organiza-
tions, and the federal government. I have experienced crises involving product 
recalls, dealing with unions, government relations, and sports issues. Some of my 
experiences are documented in this book as case histories.

I have always practiced the philosophy of being proactive and aggressive. This 
includes fighting back when maligned. In media relations, where ethics and integ-
rity matter, I believe there should be no time limit in righting a wrong. Chapter 6 
has an example of how the Columbia Journalism Review did the right things five 
years after calling the head of a company a “world-class, phone-sex operator.”

Crisis management and communications is no mystery, and it is not magic. It’s 
simply basic, down-to-earth common sense, and being practical. Anticipation and 
preparation are critical, and an experienced, professional team must respond. 

Communicating in times of crises encompasses all of the broad techniques of 
public relations, public affairs, corporate communications, and media relations. 
With the litigious nature of society today, there is no excuse for any organization 
not being prepared, and not having an action plan in place. However, even the 
best laid plans may not prevent a crisis. But being prepared as completely as pos-
sible with a plan and team in place certainly should make it much easier for all 
concerned to respond to any emergency.

    RENE A. HENRY, September 2008





CHAPTER 1

A CRISIS CAN STRIKE ANYTIME, 
ANYPLACE, ANYWHERE

Exxon Valdez. Bhopal. Three-Mile Island. ValuJet. Watergate. Tylenol. TWA 
800. Texaco. Monicagate. Pepsi. Waco. “Mad Cow” disease. E-coli. Atlanta’s 
Olympic Park.

When I wrote You’d Better Have A Hose If You Want to Put Out the Fire in 
2000, my first book on crisis management and communications, I knew that people 
throughout the world would immediately recognize these as major crises. In less 
than a decade, there is a new list of immediately recognized crises: 9/11. Katrina. 
Columbine. The D.C. sniper. Virginia Tech. Subprime mortgages. Enron. Min-
neapolis Interstate bridge collapse. Ford and Bridgestone/Firestone. Tainted and 
poisoned toothpaste and pet food. WorldCom. Recall of toys made in China. Add 
to this list scores of major crises in collegiate and professional sports. And every 
decade there will be scores of more crises to add to the list.

We have always had crises, and we always will have crises. Many crises are in-
evitable and will happen regardless of any measures taken to prevent them. How 
a company, organization, institution or individual responds to a crisis is critical to 
its public image and reputation and sometimes even survival.

What Is A Crisis?
Webster has a number of definitions for crisis ranging from the “turning point for 
better or worse in an acute disease or fever” and “an emotionally significant event 
or radical change of status in a person’s life to an unstable or critical time or state 
of affairs in which a decisive change is impending, especially one with the distinct 
possibility of a highly undesirable outcome.”1

Depending on how it is handled, a crisis can certainly make an executive sick 
or lead to a change of employment. The goal of a good incident manager is to con-
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tain the crisis and get closure as quickly as possible. The ultimate cost of a crisis 
is determined by the way it is managed and communicated, and could determine 
the future profitability and success of an organization.

Risk Management and Communications/Crisis 
Management and Communications
Risk management identifies a hazard and anticipates the risk to public safety, 
such as the release of toxic chemicals or an explosion. Risk managers also assess 
a company’s potential financial and property loss in a crisis or national disaster, 
like a hurricane or tornado. It is no surprise that risk management is tied closely 
to insurance for the organization.

Crisis management is how a crisis is managed and hopefully avoided. Crisis 
communications is a critical element of crisis management, and determines how 
the story is told to the public at large, internal publics, and the media. Crisis com-
munications also informs how the public to communications to before, during and 
after a crisis. Crisis management, crisis communications and risk management 
are all closely related. Often people will use risk communications interchange-
ably with crisis communications.

The rules that a professional communicator follows are virtually the same 
after a serious incident happens, and is ready to become, or already is, a crisis. 
Crisis communications is all-encompassing and anticipates and includes all haz-
ards and risk. 

Two Chinese symbols make up the word for crisis: challenge and opportunity.2 
In fact, the Chinese say there is an opportunity inherent in every crisis.3 Public re-
lations professionals who are practitioners in crisis management and communica-
tions should look at both the challenge and the opportunity in every crisis. Crisis 
communicators must consider what they can do to produce positive results.

Anyone Is Vulnerable
Any CEO who believes he or she is immune from a crisis is the most vulnerable. 
No one is immune from natural disasters and even terrorist attacks. Business and 
government, however, do not have a monopoly on crises. A list of crisis prone 
organizations would include higher education, sports, local public school districts, 
the entertainment industry, church and religious organizations, non-profit asso-
ciations and virtually every field of endeavor.

Unfortunately, too many companies and organizations are either unprepared 
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or underprepared for a crisis, or the CEO and senior management are in denial, 
saying, “It can’t happen to me or my company.”

The worst possible crisis is when someone dies. Even more catastrophic is if 
someone dies after using a company’s product. In 1971, a man died after from 
botulism after eating a can of Bon Vivant vichyssoise soup, which was regarded 
as one of the leading gourmet soups on the market. The company recalled 6,444 
cans of soup made in the same batch, but the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
extended the ban to all Bon Vivant products and ordered the company shut down. 
Only five cans of soup were found contaminated with botulin toxin. But, the recall 
ended all public confidence in the company’s products, and Bon Vivant filed for 
bankruptcy within a month. The company couldn’t survive the crisis, and went 
out of business.4 

Johnson & Johnson faced a similar crisis when people died after an outside 
party tainted Tylenol, but the company took a positive, aggressive approach to 
resolving the problem. While the airlines have had a multitude of problems in re-
cent years, nothing impacts an airline harder than the crash of one of its planes.

Resolve the Crisis Before It Becomes 
Material For Television Or A Movie
The objective of crisis communications is to close the problem and resolve the 
conflict as quickly as possible. While some crises are unavoidable, others are ex-
acerbated because of the way the problem is mishandled. There is no excuse for 
the discourtesy of not returning a telephone call or not taking the time to listen 
to a customer complaint. Customer service plays a very important role in crisis 
management as you will read in Chapter 14.

No CEO, director, senior manager, employee, shareholder or customer wants to 
see negative headlines and stories repeated time and again in newspapers, maga-
zines, and on television and talk radio, and be reminded of mistakes management 
made in not getting quick closure on an incident. 

A continuing crisis generally will follow, with editorials, op/eds, letters-to-the-
editor, satirical political cartoons and comments on Internet blogs. Depending 
on the type of crisis, chances are that it will be written into a joke, monologue or 
skit for Saturday Night Live, Jay Leno, David Letterman, Conan O’Brien, The 
Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and Jimmy Kimmel. If political in any way, it may 
be further exploited by television’s Mark Russell and political cartoonists on the 
editorial and op/ed pages of leading newspapers. 
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Gary Trudeau, creator of the “Doonesbury” comic strip that is syndicated 
internationally, took Nike to task for its manufacturing overseas, for exploitive 
labor practices and domestic marketing practices. Millions of daily newspaper 
readers throughout the world saw Nike satirized for several months. Jokes and 
other uncontrollable gossip and rumors will flourish – especially on the Internet 
with its myriad of blogs, bulletin boards and chat boards.

There is always the probability the crisis could become a television movie-of-
the-week or a feature film, either in a true sense or one where the incident is 
fictionalized for legal purposes. In the case of a film, the crisis will be replayed for 
as many as seven-to-10 years and longer – first in movie theaters, then followed 
by cassette sales, re-run in theaters, television, foreign distribution, primary cable 
networks and then secondary cable networks. 

Crisis can also become the story line in a popular television drama series or a 
sitcom. Within weeks after an incident, or crisis, there is a remarkable similar-
ity between what happened and how a screenwriter has portrayed it on Boston 
Legal, any of the Law & Order or CSI programs, Gray’s Anatomy, Shark or 
other popular television series. Then there are re-runs on cable, and many other 
popular series that were once aired in Primetime remind people of past crises.

A best-selling book, A Civil Action, and a film based on that book, again 
made public a 1980 environmental lawsuit against W. R. Grace. Although nei-
ther proven in court nor supported by scientific research, the lawsuit alleged that 
Grace and Beatrice Foods had contaminated municipal wells and drinking water, 
sickening the residents of Woburn, Massachusetts. The Disney/Touchstone film, 
was released in December 1998, nearly 20 years after the crisis, with a $25 million 
promotional budget. While Grace management said it had taken significant steps 
to improve its environmental policies and programs during the previous 10 years, 
it felt the movie painted an inaccurate and misleading picture of the company.5

However, it wasn’t long before Grace was back in the news again. The U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency determined that vermiculite ore mined at the 
former Grace mine in Libby, Montana was contaminated with asbestos. Grace’s 
Zonolite insulation for attics was made from vermiculite and installed in some 35 
million homes across the U.S. 

By early 2002, Libby residents were asking the EPA to declare a health emer-
gency that would allow EPA to remove the Zonolite attic insulation from homes 
in the area. A story that December in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported that 
in April 2002, Christine Todd Whitman, former governor of New Jersey and then 
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administrator of EPA, was ready to warn the public of asbestos in Grace’s Zono-
lite insulation, but the White House Office of Management and Budget quashed 
the announcement.6 On April 10, 2002, William M. Corcoran, vice president of 
Grace, said that the insulation releases only small amounts of dust over a long 
period of time. However, unrelated or related killing the story might be, in De-
cember 2001, Halliburton, the company where Vice President Dick Cheney once 
served as CEO, faced nearly $125 million in asbestos-related liabilities after los-
ing three lawsuits, and investors were selling the stock.

Lawsuits were filed by mining employees as well as homeowners who owned 
the contaminated insulation. Any possible resolution was further delayed in 
November 2003 by U.S. District Court Judge Judith Fitzgerald in Pittsburgh.7 
In September 2005, Grace sent letters to 700 of 870 Libby area residents en-
rolled in the company’s medical plan, telling them they either no longer have an 
asbestos-related disease or may not be as sick as they thought they were. The 
first letter told them that a review by medical experts indicated they had no as-
bestos-related condition and the second letter acknowledged the presence of an 
asbestos-related “condition” or “illness.” The letters immediately prompted a 
groundswell of opposition and frustration from asbestos patients whose benefits 
were being reduced.8 

It was three years later before Judge Fitzgerald ruled that asbestos found in 
the Zonolite attic insulation “does not pose an unreasonable risk of harm” and 
denied the plaintiff’s motion for a ruling on the claims. She said that evidence has 
established the risk of exposure is “less than that of dying in a bicycle accident, 
drowning or from food poisoning.”9

In an unrelated case, the state of New Jersey alleged that two former Grace 
executives had lied when they claimed asbestos contamination at the company’s 
Hamilton Township plant had been cleaned up in conformance with state regula-
tions when it was closed in 1995.10 Following the release of the Disney movie A 
Civil Action, how believable would Grace’s reputation be in defending the ver-
miculite and asbestos charges in a court of public opinion?

Pacific Gas and Electric Company, the energy giant known as PG&E, was 
singled out in the movie Erin Brockovich which dramatizes the true story of 
Erin Brockovich’s fight against PG&E. Her investigation discovered a systematic 
cover-up of the industrial poisoning (Hexavalent chromium) of the water supply 
in the town of Hinkley, California that threatened the health of the entire com-
munity. In the movie, released in 2000, she found that PG&E was responsible for 
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the extensive illnesses diagnosed among residents of Hinkley and she fought to 
bring the company to justice. The film’s tagline is: “She brought a small town to its 
feet and a huge company to its knees.” Julia Roberts won the Academy Award’s 
Oscar for best actress playing Brockovich. The film has been shown around the 
world in theaters and on television and is regularly replayed on cable channels.11

When the movie The Incident was released, Brown & Williamson and all to-
bacco companies suffered another public setback about corporate honesty and 
integrity.

Two California public utilities took action by anticipating how public senti-
ment could be turned against them if Arthur Hailey’s Overload were made into 
a movie or television mini-series as was Hotel, Wheels, Moneychangers and his 
other novels. In the first chapter of Overload, an elderly couple is found frozen 
to death in their Chicago home after the utility company cut off service. In the 
1970s, knowing Hailey’s book soon would be published and later made into a 
movie, Pacific Lighting and Southern California Gas Co. formed a media com-
pany that produced several successful feature films, television documentaries and 
movies of the week. It had a good track record and the ownership of the company 
was not well known. The media company acquired all of the movie and TV rights 
to Overload, promptly shelved it, and then disbanded the company. This is truly 
anticipating a crisis and taking preventive steps to protect image and reputation.

Five Generic Crises
Almost every company, organization and institution is vulnerable to five generic 
crises. These should be included in any crisis management and communications 
plans.

1. Terrorism
While there had been terrorist attacks throughout the world for decades, Ameri-
cans were awakened on 9/11 to the cold fact that it can happen in the U.S. The 
Department of Homeland Security regularly points out the vulnerability of the 
U.S. to another terrorist attack. There are numerous websites available with infor-
mation that should be considered in developing any crisis plan. Organizations and 
experts that advise on terrorism and counterterrorism note that targets could be 
facilities that could cause an explosion or release biological, chemical, radioactive 
and other hazardous materials and the need to protect water and food supplies 
and computer networks.
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However, all terrorist attacks in this category are not necessarily from Al-Qaeda 
or the Taliban. There are other violent dissident groups. Pacifist environmental-
ists climb and chain themselves in tall trees they do not want cut down. However, 
some eco-terrorism extremists are violent and have sabotaged operations of tim-
ber companies and even imbedded objects in trees that could seriously injure a 
logger doing his or her job. Some anti-development activists have actually set fire 
to model homes in new housing developments to protest building while others 
have torched gas-guzzling SUVs in the parking lots of automobile dealers.

Research laboratories and colleges and universities are susceptible to animal-
loving extremists who have destroyed years of work by releasing animals and 
destroying and trashing files.

This form of terrorism is done to intimidate governments or civilians and is 
described by the FBI and law enforcement agencies as “eco-terrorism” or “eco-
sabotage” because it is directed at things, property and machines. The organi-
zations in the U.S. most commonly labeled as “eco-terrorists” are the Animal 
Liberation Front (ALF), Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and sometimes Earth 
First! In 2001, the FBI named ELF as “one of the most active extremist elements 
in the U.S.” and a “terrorist threat.”12

Companies with executives based in foreign countries also need to be concerned 
about kidnapping and extortion of the executive or members of their family.

2. Acts of Mother Nature
During the past 40 years, earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, landslides, tidal waves, 
tornadoes, volcanic eruptions, cyclones, wildfires, severe winter storms and other 
natural disasters have killed more people that the wars in the Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Vietnam. These catastrophes have killed some three million people, affected 
the lives of more than two billion others, and caused incalculable suffering and 
personal and property loss. Some of nature’s most violent disasters strike quickly 
with little or no warning.

Natural disasters have tripled during the past decade and the number of people 
affected has risen. More than two million people died from natural disasters dur-
ing the 1970s, and 800,000 during the 1990s.13

The December 26, 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami brought waves as high as 100 
feet devastating the shores of Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India and Thailand. The Oc-
tober 2005 Kashmir earthquake in Pakistan killed some 75,000 people. May 2008 
brought disasters to Myanmar and China. On May 2, Cyclone Nargis pummeled 
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Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, and killing more than 80,000 people and 
more than 56,000 still missing.

Just 10 days later, on May 12, an earthquake with a magnitude of 7.9 struck the 
Sichuan province of China killing more than 75,000, injuring more than 245,000, 
and leaving 4.8 million people homeless. Tens of thousands are still missing. It 
was the worst earthquake to hit China since the 1976 Tangshan disaster that killed 
240,000 people. And between August 13 and September 26, 2004, Hurricanes 
Charley, Frances, Ivan and Jeanne ripped their way through Florida, causing 
more than $20 billion in damage. On August 28, 2005, Katrina tore past New 
Orleans and into the Gulf Coast, causing $81.2 billion in damage, becoming the 
worst natural disaster in U.S. history.14 

There is no way to prevent Mother Nature from releasing her forces. However, 
both a logistics management plan and a communications plan need to be in place 
for potentially serious weather events. The Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) has guidelines for different types of natural disasters, hazards 
and emergencies. Various types of disasters are outlined with recommendations 
what to do before, during and after the disaster. Crisis team planners should de-
termine disaster risks prevalent for the location of their company’s operations, 
and then go to the FEMA website for further background information and sug-
gestions.15

3. Sexual Harassment and Discrimination
Sexual harassment and discrimination incidents are magnets for media coverage 
and one of the fastest-growing crisis categories affecting organizations today. Re-
gardless how hard a company tries – how many seminars, workshops, education 
classes and discussion groups it holds – this still is a potential crises. If it happens, 
it is extremely embarrassing and often very expensive to the leadership. 

Recent Supreme Court decisions and guidelines from the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission have made it clear to employers that training must be 
provided to all employees on how to prevent sexual harassment and other forms 
of workplace harassment and discrimination. Every preventive effort must be 
taken to avoid this crisis.

When I was looking for my first job after graduating from college and hoped 
to work on “Madison Avenue” in New York, I saw ads in The New York Times 
for jobs which I qualified for that had a bold face line at the bottom, “Ivy Only.” 
If I answered the ad with a letter and my résumé there was never a response. 
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When I tried to drop off a résumé in person or schedule an appointment with 
someone in human resources, the receptionist behind a desk with a bronze “Ivy 
Only” plaque politely refused it. In those days, most of the major advertising and 
public relations agencies and publishing firms would only consider someone who 
had a degree from an Ivy League university. Women also had to come from their 
Ivy counterparts including Vassar, Mt. Holyoke, Smith and Wellesley, and were 
considered only for secretarial and receptionist positions, but only after they had 
graduated from a business school and could type.

Before the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (also referred to as Title VII) outlawed em-
ployment discrimination for race, color, religion, sex and national origin, the Age 
Discrimination In Employment Act of 1967 and the Americans With Disabilities 
Act of 1990, discrimination was blatant and pervasive. “Today, discrimination has 
become more subtle and thus more difficult to prove,” says Naomi Churchill Earp, 
chair of the EEOC. “The graying of the workforce and the increased gender and 
ethnic diversity of the workforce also present new challenges and opportunities 
for employees, employers and the Commission.”16

In 1995, the EEOC received more than 15,000 complaints of sexual harassment, 
double that of 1991.17 In 2006, the EEOC received 75,768 charges of discrimina-
tion from the private sector and 7,802 from the federal sector.18

4. Violence in the Workplace
According to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Labor, two million assaults and threats of violence occur at work 
in the U.S. every year. Nothing can guarantee that an employee will not become 
a victim of workplace violence, but employers must take every step possible to 
reduce the odds.

The National Crime Victimization Survey reports that this included 396,000 
aggravated assaults, 84,000 robberies and 1,000 homicides. A substantial number 
of employees have reported being bullied or harassed on the job, in addition to 
the assaults and threats.

“Going Postal” was the phrase used to describe violence in the workplace after 
40 postal employees were killed by fellow workers in 15 shootings between 1986 
and 1999.19 But since then, postal workers have had more concern over anthrax 
and bioterrorism than guns. In October 2001, two workers at the Brentwood facil-
ity in Washington, D.C. died of anthrax symptoms and two more were diagnosed 
with the disease.20 Within weeks, traces of anthrax were subsequently found in 



14 | Communicating In A Crisis

post offices in Wallingford, Connecticut and Princeton, N.J.21 Just two years later, 
11 neighborhood post offices and facilities were closed in the Washington, D.C. 
area because of possible anthrax contamination.22

According to former Postmaster General Marvin Runyon, murder is the No. 
1 cause of death for women in the workplace.23 In 97.5 percent of the cases, men 
with an average age of 36, were responsible for workplace murders. Firearms were 
used in 81 percent of the cases. And in one-fourth of the incidents, the person 
responsible committed suicide.24

5. Environmental Pollution
Ever since Rachel Carson wrote Silent Spring in 1962, people have become in-
creasing conscious of the world in which we live. Who could ever argue against 
wanting clean air, clean water, clean soil or against having a safe and healthy place 
in which to live, work and play? However, it was nearly a decade after Carson’s 
book was published that the first Earth Day was held on April 22, 1970, to further 
stimulate the green movement in the United States. 

Even after it was announced that former Vice President Al Gore was awarded 
the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize, critics challenged him and scientists for their stand 
on global warming. Gore shared his prize with the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, a United Nations network of some 2,000 scientists around the 
world. The Norwegian Committee praised both “for their efforts to build up and 
disseminate greater knowledge about man-made climate change.”25 Earlier in 
2007, Gore won an Oscar from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 
for his documentary film about climate change, “An Inconvenient Truth.”

No one wants to be labeled a polluter today, and with all of the green movements 
underway, any error will be immediately known to the public. Pollution also can 
be expensive when not complying with regulations results in fines by oversight 
agencies. Exxon to date has paid $3.5 billion in cleanup costs, government settle-
ments, fines and compensation for its 1989 oil spill in Valdez, Alaska. It is fighting 
an additional $2.5 billion in punitive fines, and no value can be placed on how it 
has damaged the company’s image to be responsible for the watershed pollution 
event of a generation.26

After a year-long federal lawsuit, American Electric Power of Columbus, Ohio, 
agreed to pay $4.6 billion to reduce chemical emissions that cause acid rain that 
has killed trees and fish and eaten away at national landmarks in the Northeast. 
The company was fined an additional $75 million in civil penalties and cleanup 
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costs, and the total settlement is the largest single environmental enforcement in 
history. The settlement will save $32 billion a year in health costs for Americans, 
according to Granta Nakayama of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
“Less air pollution from power plants means fewer cases of asthma and other 
respiratory illness,” he said.27 It was not the first time AEP had been fined by 
the government. It had to pay $500,000 in 1998 for a number of violations at its 
Donald C. Cook nuclear plant in Bridgeman, Michigan. “We have acknowledged 
our responsibility to address the issues cited, fix them completely, and ensure this 
never happens again,” said Robert Powers, AEP senior vice president.28

In October 2007, DuPont was found guilty of wanton, willful and reckless 
conduct, and ordered to pay $196.2 million in punitive damages to residents liv-
ing near its former zinc-smelting plant in the small community of Spelter, West 
Virginia. The residents claimed that the company lied to them for decades about 
health threats from pollution. The total cost to DuPont amounts to nearly $400 
million when combined with previous verdicts from earlier phases of the trial. 
“The verdict should tell state environmental regulators and executives of DuPont 
that it’s not acceptable to put profits ahead of the health and safety and the envi-
ronment of West Virginia,” said Mike Papantonio, attorney for the plaintiffs.29

In May 1997, John Browne, then chief executive of British Petroleum PLC, 
broke ranks with other oil and gas executives when he said he believes the pos-
sibility of climate change cannot be discounted and should be acted upon. He 
announced plans for BP to invest $20 million to become one of the world’s lead-
ing solar companies.30 The tagline “beyond petroleum” was introduced while he 
headed BP. In 2001 he was named Lord Browne of Madingley by British Prime 
Minister Tony Blair.

The green image Browne wanted for BP was quickly tarnished by a March 23, 
2005 explosion at a BP refinery in Texas City, Texas that killed 15 people and 
injured more than 170. A year later, BP spilled 201,000 gallons of crude oil into 
Alaska’s Prudhoe Bay. In February 2004 a scheme to inflate the price of pro-
pane by buying massive quantities of the gas resulted in the Justice Department’s 
charging four traders with 20 counts of mail and wire fraud and commodities 
violations. In 2007 BP agreed to pay $373 million to settle criminal and civil 
charges for overcharging propane consumers by millions of dollars and ignoring 
environmental warnings that led to the deadly-explosion and largest crude oil 
spill on Alaska’s North Slope.31

One company created a new crisis for itself when environmental group Green-
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peace said it had a leaked copy of the company’s crisis management plan. Accord-
ing to Greenpeace, the company’s crisis plan recommended labeling environmen-
tal critics as “terrorists,” threatened to sue “unalterably green” journalists, and 
dispatched “independent scientists” on media tours to counteract bad news for 
the industry. 

The company failed to anticipate the worst of worst-case scenarios – that some 
conscientious person would obtain the plan and leak it,” said Shelley Stewart of 
Greenpeace. “Lying is a growth industry,” she said regarding the public relations 
firm that prepared the plan. The organization used the leaked copy to mount its 
own public relations campaign and supposedly made copies of the plan available 
to the public, creating a crisis that was not anticipated.32

Corporate American Created Greed Crises in the 1990s
Corporate America introduced a new type of crisis during the 1990s that was 
generated totally by greed. One of the biggest crisis newsmakers was the collapse 
of Enron. Kenneth Lay, CEO and chairman, and Jeffrey Skilling, who became 
CEO, were guilty of fraud and conspiracy. Lay, who once was one of Houston’s 
most respected power brokers and philanthropists, died July 5, 2006 and his con-
viction was vacated. Skilling was sentenced to 24 years and four months in prison. 
Andrew Fastow, former chief financial officer, was sentenced to seven years in 
prison. In all, there were 34 criminal defendants from the company’s senior man-
agement.33

Dennis Kozlowski, former CEO of Tyco International, and Mark Swartz, for-
mer chief financial officer, were found guilty of stealing $600 million from the 
company to fund extravagant lifestyles. Both were sentenced September 19, 2005 
to 8-1/3 years to 25 years in prison, fined and ordered to pay restitution.34

Two telecom executives also were sent to jail. Bernard Ebbers, founder and 
former CEO of WorldCom, was convicted of fraud and conspiracy in 2005 in 
what was the largest accounting scandal at the time in the U.S. He was sentenced 
to 25 years in prison.35 Joe Nacchio, former head of Qwest, was forced to resign 
during a multi-billion dollar accounting scandal. He was sentenced to six years in 
prison for illegally selling $52 million in stock while not telling his investors that 
Qwest faced serious financial risks.36 

John Rigas, the founder and CEO of Adelphia Communications and his son, 
Timothy, former chief financial officer, were convicted of conspiracy, bank fraud 
and 15 charges of securities fraud. John Rigas at age 80 was sentenced to 15 years 
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in prison. His son was sentenced to 20 years. The family had run the company for 
more than 50 years and investors lost billions when the company collapsed.37

Samuel D. Waksal, former CEO of ImClone Systems, was sentenced to 87 
months in jail and fined $3 million for charges of insider trading and fraud. He 
tried to sell his stock in the company after hearing that the company’s application 
for a cancer drug Erbitux was going to be rejected by the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration.38 He shared this information with his friend, Martha Stewart, 
who then was convicted of a felony other than inside trading, sentenced to prison 
and fined. Ironically, just eight months later the FDA approved Erbitux for treat-
ment of colorectal cancer.39

Fraud, conspiracy and stealing by CEOs and corporate leaders cannot be an-
ticipated with a communications plan in place. The professional responsible for 
public relations in the company will have to be sufficiently experienced and use 
his best judgment in knowing how to tell the story.

Business and Industry Related Crises
In addition to the five generic crises, each business and industry will have crises 
specific to its products or services. It doesn’t take a Ph.D. or even an M.B.A. to 
know that if you are in the oil business and have storage tanks or tankers trans-
porting oil across oceans and rivers, that the single biggest crisis could be an oil 
spill. Or if you are in the food or restaurant business, you want to worry about 
E-coli bacteria, salmonella or other forms of contamination. An airline will need 
plans in place for a terrorist attack or hijacking, a crash, weather and delays. A 
chemical company needs to know what to do in the event of an explosion, a fire, 
a leak of oil or a chemical into a lake, river or other public area. Colleges and 
universities are vulnerable to a multitude of crises from violence and attacks on 
students and faculty to athletic scandals.

A hotel operator will want to protect against a fire, food poisoning, or an attack 
on a guest. Banks need to consider robbery and shootings and embezzlement. 
Hospital management will be concerned with deaths, an outbreak of infection, 
a stolen baby, food poisoning or a fire. If you operate an amusement park, you 
worry about someone being injured or killed on a ride. There is a risk associated 
with every product or service.

Cruise lines have had a number of crises in recent years including mysterious 
deaths, people falling overboard, food poisoning and outbreaks of Norovirus and 
other viral and infectious diseases. Utility companies including telephone, elec-
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tric, gas, cable television and Internet providers need to be prepared to deal with 
interruption of service to customers.

Almost every year there seems to be a recall by an automobile or truck manu-
facturer for one reason or another. Toy manufacturers have had their share of 
recalls when a product is not considered safe for children.

Every company, organization and institution needs to take an in-depth look at 
its manufacturing and sales processes, its products and services, and anticipate 
any possible specifically-related crisis. 

How to Prevent Situations From Becoming Crises
There are 10 steps a company, organization or institution needs to take or have in 
place to hopefully prevent a crisis, quickly close the crisis, or to meet the crisis as 
a challenge and create a positive opportunity.

1. Anticipate and Have A Plan
This will be discussed in more detail in the Chapter 2. Anticipate every possible 
crisis and “what if …” every possible incident and scenario. Organize a crisis man-
agement and communications team, and then create a detailed plan to communi-
cate and be in a position to control the message to the media and all publics.

2. Respond Immediately
When a crisis strikes, respond immediately. Have the spokesperson prepared and 
ready to go. Follow the steps outlined in the crisis communications plan and put 
the team into action. The first few hours are most important in establishing cred-
ibility and building public trust and believability. Do not stonewall. Be responsive 
to the media and inform the people who need to be kept informed, especially 
employees, shareholders, vendors and customers. 

Eliminate “no comment” from your vocabulary. One way or the other, the me-
dia will get information, but it may be inaccurate and the sources unreliable. In 
a crisis, perception is stronger than reality and emotion stronger than fact. When 
those responsible do not communicate, the crisis still gets played out in the media 
and possibly even later in court.

The communications plan should “what if…” all potential situations, and in 
many cases a news release can already be prepared for media distribution. For 
example, if a crisis team believes the company may be a target for a labor strike, a 
news release can be prepared, approved by all concerned and put on the shelf for 
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future use. One former client faced a situation where the two top officers traveled 
frequently, and might not be reachable for a quick response to the media. Having 
a pre-approved news release would allow the company to quickly respond until 
the top executive could be reached. 

If there is potential of litigation, either as a plaintiff or defendant, have detailed 
fact sheets and background materials prepared and ready to release to the media 
when needed. 

Use the company’s website as one of the important information vehicles and 
have someone assigned to keep it constantly updated.

3. Do Not Overtalk
Just the opposite of stonewalling, do not overtalk or release information without 
having all of the facts. Never speculate on what may or may not be happening. Be 
sure to analyze each situation for its newsworthiness. Some information may not 
warrant media attention. Former White House Press Secretary Marlin Fitzwater 
said: “You don’t have to explain what you don’t say.”40

You don’t have to answer every question. Just because a question is asked 
doesn’t mean you have to answer, but you should have some kind of response. 
In any crisis, there are questions that you simply cannot or should not answer. 
Hypothetical questions, proprietary questions and speculative questions should 
be politely turned away. The spokesperson needs to be trained and reminded that 
he cannot be expected to know the answer to every question asked. But never 
withhold information that should be disclosed.41

4. Always Tell the Truth
Never lie or deceive the media or public with misinformation. Sir Winston Churchill 
once said: “A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get 
its pants on.”42 It is all right to say “I don’t know” if you don’t have the facts. The 
media and public will respect you for that, and know that you are telling the truth. 
Never speculate. Colin Powell said it is best to get facts out as soon as possible, 
even when new facts contradict the old. “Untidy truth is better than smooth lies 
that unravel in the end anyway,” he wrote in his book, My American Journey.43

According to a survey conducted by the Porter/Novelli public relations firm, 
95 percent of people are more offended about a company lying about the crisis 
than the crisis itself. Even worse, 57 percent polled believe that companies either 
withhold negative information or lie.44
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However, if you are in a crisis in a political campaign in the State of Wash-
ington, the state’s Supreme Court, in a 5-4 decision, declared that lying is not 
unconstitutional, or, put another way, it’s just fine.45

5. Accept Responsibility
If there is a problem, admit it. Be accountable and accept responsibility. There is 
an old Belizean Creole proverb, bad ting neba gat owner, which literally means 
bad things never have owners. Everybody disclaims responsibility when things 
go wrong.

Today almost no one wants to be responsible or held accountable for their ac-
tions. Fingers are always pointed at someone else. Real life situations all too often 
mirror a cartoon by Bill Kean, creator of the comic strip “The Family Circus.” In 
one cartoon, all of the balloons have the children saying “not me” in response to 
a “who is responsible?” question.

Today’s leaders in government and business and even the media have fueled 
a rising tide of public distrust and skepticism. The sooner a company accepts 
responsibility for its actions, the stronger is its credibility with the general public 
and the media. In any crisis situation, the faster a company, organization, institu-
tion or individual tells a public it is responsible and accountable, the faster it will 
be able to manage communications and have its message believed or even better, 
closure on the incident and crisis.

Stanley O’Neal, CEO of Merrill Lynch, had the conviction to say he made 
a mistake because of the firm’s involvement in the subprime mortgage game. 
“Some errors of judgment were made,” O’Neal said as Merrill Lynch posted its 
first quarterly loss in six years and wrote down $7.9 billion on subprime securities, 
resulting in a $2.3 billion net loss and a reduced credit rating for the company. He 
accepted responsibility and admitted it, but also lost his job.46

In October 2004, Citigroup had banking problems in Japan because of ethical 
violations and lax controls that may have led to money laundering. Charles Prince, 
chairman and CEO, flew to Tokyo and with Douglas Peterson, CEO of Citibank 
Japan, confronted what happened by publicly apologizing and making amends, 
Japanese-style. A photograph of the two men bowing deeply, bent forward from 
the waist and heads lowered, was transmitted around the world. Prince then fired 
three top executive responsible for the violations.47 Just three years later, Prince 
resigned as head of Citigroup in the wake of a $6.5 billion third quarter write-
down and an estimated additional $8 to $11 billion in losses because of sharp 



A Crisis Can Strike Anytime, Anyplace, Anywhere | 21

declines in the value of subprime-related securities.48 
In research done by IR Magazine, some 5,000 Wall Street security analysts 

surveyed rated Citigroup as the worst communicator and JPMorgan Chase as the 
best during the subprime mortgage crisis. Analysts said Citigroup was the least 
effective in disclosing its exposure. “There was a feeling that they didn’t know the 
full extent or were attempting to soft-pedal it,” said Neil Stewart, the magazine’s 
executive editor.49

Ronald J. Alsop, staff reporter for The Wall Street Journal, believes doing the 
right thing, no matter how painful, is especially important in a crisis. In his book, 
The 18 Immutable Laws of Corporate Reputation, he cites how Johnson & John-
son did the right and trustworthy thing in 1982 in responding to Tylenol poisoning 
with its product recall. He compares this with how Roman Catholic bishops cov-
ered up incidents of sexual abuse by priests and put the church’s reputation above 
the interests of its parishioners. “Cover-ups almost never work. Why? Because 
today almost anyone can disseminate information quickly and widely on the In-
ternet, where it can be seen by millions of people,” writes Alsop. “In addition, the 
Internet is a key source of story ideas for many mainstream news reporters and 
editors.”50

A company’s liability issues may need to be resolved with the attorneys involved 
but winning in the court of public opinion, in the long run, is far more important 
that winning a decision in court. Never go into a denial mode. The media and the 
public will believe a spokesperson who accepts responsibility, and this is one way 
to build public trust.

6. Select the Right Spokesperson
Determine in advance who will speak for the company in the event of a crisis. More 
than likely there will be several individuals who are the only ones authorized to 
speak for the organization during a crisis. Have one individual designated as the 
primary spokesperson and another as the backup. Additionally the company should 
have individuals who can serve as technical experts or advisors, such as a financial 
expert, engineer, or someone who can speak about a highly technical subject. 

Too often the wrong person speaks publicly, and others, because of an “ego 
syndrome” just want to get in front of a camera. The names of those who are 
authorized to speak needs to be communicated to all so they understand that 
requests for comment by the media or anyone else must be directed to an autho-
rized spokesperson.
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Always remember that the media will seek out anyone for a soundbite, so there 
must be a policy in the crisis plan and everyone made aware of it regarding the 
official voice of the company or institution.

It is important that the person be believable. This doesn’t mean being slick or 
polished. He must be someone the public will trust to tell the truth. All spokes-
persons must be professionally trained and completely prepared for the media. If 
time permits, there should be a rehearsal before any media interviews to review 
all anticipated questions.

“The CEO should be one of the spokespersons, but not necessarily the primary 
spokesperson,” says Jonathan Bernstein, of Bernstein Crisis Management, a na-
tional consultancy on crisis management headquartered in Southern California. 
“The fact is that some chief executives are brilliant business people, but not very 
effective in-person communicators.”51

Public opinion has shown that lawyers are not the most trusted of spokesper-
sons and especially outside consulting attorneys. It is best to get the CEO or one 
of the most senior executives in front of the media as soon as possible.

7. Stop Rumors and Correct Misinformation
A no-response is almost the same as implied consent. When something incorrect 
is printed or said, immediate action should be taken to point out the error and 
ask for a correction. Otherwise, the media involved will only assume that what 
was written or said is correct. One publication could print a damaging story with 
incorrect information. Another publication could assume the information was 
correct and refer to it in a followup article. When repeated over and over, fiction 
and errors become fact. 

In a matter of seconds, the Internet can spread misinformation or rumors 
around the world. This is why it is so important to have open lines of communica-
tion with all employees, customers, vendors, shareholders and friends. You want 
to control your message as best as you possibly can but you can’t control what 
others say. The media will seek out anyone with any connection to the company 
or organization for information and a quote. Be sure that all authorized spokes-
persons have correct and current information.

Just as there are clipping services that read newspapers and magazines for any 
mention of a company or organization, and services that monitor radio and televi-
sion programs, there are monitoring services that can be retained that regularly 
check the Internet for information. Adversaries, disgruntled employees and for-



A Crisis Can Strike Anytime, Anyplace, Anywhere | 23

mer employees, and whistleblowers can leak confidential information, misinfor-
mation or outright lies that are republished on Internet websites, message boards 
or blogs, and eventually find their way into mainstream media.

Ronald J. Alsop believes companies must protect their corporate reputation 
by refuting any harmful rumor that is picking up momentum on the Internet. 
“Ignoring the spread of a detrimental rumor is dangerous in the extreme,” he 
writes. “The correct strategic response is to neutralize the attack with a factual 
response.” He cites Coca-Cola as one company which is a frequent target of 
many rumors, and which publishes denials and refutations on its own website, 
while others, including Nike, develop a separate websites devoted exclusively to 
refuting rumors.52

The electronic age has created entirely new problems for crisis managers and 
attorneys. “Thanks to modern technology, all a person needs to extract and use 
misinformation from a false, archived article is a PC, Google, and a disposition 
to work someone else’s old material into an article on the theory that if Big Me-
dia reported it five years ago without repercussions, it must be true,” says John 
J. Walsh, senior counsel of Carter Ledyard and Milburn, New York.53 In most 
jurisdictions, after one year, statutes of limitation expire on libel and defamation 
claims against a publication.

Walsh notes that a media crisis based on an article or broadcast can occur 
without warning, and often can be precipitated by a whistleblower and a quick 
decision by the media to go public. He says the injured party can ask for a correc-
tion, a retraction or an apology. A correction by the publisher tells the public that 
a mistake was made and provides the correct facts. A retraction advises the public 
that specific statements are withdrawn, usually accompanied by an apology or at 
least a statement of regret.54

I consider Walsh one of the finest First Amendment attorneys in the country 
today, and if a company, organization, institution or individual is facing a crisis, I 
would want him involved at the first hint of a negative media story. Working in con-
cert with public relations counsel, I would have him visibly lead the response effort 
directed at media editors and senior management. A call or letter from Walsh 
often can get a proposed story dropped or substantially and favorably altered. 

Sometimes the information you release could be wrong, and this must be cor-
rected. During the Persian Gulf Desert Storm operation, Colin Powell had an 
argument with General Norman Schwarzkopf regarding television comments 
that four Scud missile sites had been taken out when, in fact, air reconnaissance 
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photos showed that the targets were fuel trucks. A CNN camera crew shot film 
of the destroyed trucks and contradicted Schwarzkopf. Powell told his general to 
admit the error. “Protect your credibility, it’s a precious asset,” said Powell. “It is 
better to admit a mistake than be caught in one.”55

8. Show Compassion and Remorse
It is not against the law to show compassion, sympathy, passion and remorse for 
victims and their families and friends. This often is when the public relations 
counsel and lawyers disagree. The public relations professional wants to win in 
the court of public opinion, and the lawyers are concerned about potential li-
ability and losing in a court of law.

“Expressing sorrow or concern publicly in the wake of a tragic event is under-
standable. It is also critical,” says Jeff Braun, founder and president of Crucial 
Communications Group, LLC, a Houston, Texas-based firm specializing in crisis 
and emergency response communications training and support. “Empathy or 
caring is a key component of credibility. And establishing credibility must be the 
overriding goal of any communication. If your audience does not see you as a 
credible source, you won’t get your message across or be able to address people’s 
concerns. Empathy and caring accounts for half of a person’s credibility and is 
assessed in the first 30 seconds. You have to convince the listener that you are 
credible, believable, trustworthy, and even likeable.”

Compare what Braun recommends with how San Diego State University re-
sponded when a student opened fire in a classroom and shot and killed three 
faculty members who didn’t agree with his thesis. When the university refused 
to comment, the media interviewed a maintenance worker and two people who 
had been in the classroom when the shooting began.56 The university missed an 
opportunity not only to tell its story, but to express remorse and show compassion 
for the loss of three members of its family as well as their families and friends.

9. Build Your Reputation Before A Crisis
Never take any chance of losing your credibility with the media and public. That 
is why it is so very important to establish your reputation before a crisis and have 
credibility in the bank. Build relationships with the media so they know you are 
telling the truth in the face of challenges from adversaries. 

According to Harris Interactive, a company’s reputation is often overlooked 
as a component of business growth. In today’s market, consumer trust is at an 
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all-time low.57 Following the series of high-profile scandals that have irreversibly 
changed the corporate landscape, Hill & Knowlton believes the need to establish 
trust and confidence is more recognized than ever.58

The degree to which a company will get the public to believe its story will de-
pend on the company’s reputation before a crisis. Magazines will publish lists 
of “most admired companies” or “best companies to work for.” But this doesn’t 
always translate into winning public trust if the public relations department and 
the people who are in contact with the media have not established their reputa-
tion and credibility with the media. 

But Americans today also are less trusting of the news media. Of 1,100 indi-
viduals surveyed, 42 percent responded that the media are not credible in general, 
and that television news, newspapers and magazines all were less credible than 
five years earlier. Only eight percent considered the government, and two percent 
considered political parties, to be believable sources of information.59

Scores of books have been written and are available on the subject of corporate 
reputation.

10. Listen
During a crisis, it is important to listen to what the public and adversaries are 
saying and to be sure that they, and the media, understand what you are saying. 
Listening is essential to communicating, negotiating, resolving conflicts and even 
avoiding crises. You have to be an active listener to anticipate the actions of oth-
ers. However, listening is hard work. For some people, it is very difficult, but it can 
be learned. Listening is truly an admirable and enviable art for those who listen 
well. 

From our earliest development years, we all are taught how to speak, read and 
write. No one is there to teach us how to listen. Stephen R. Covey ranks listening 
as one of his 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. “Seek first to understand, then 
to be understood,” he says. “Most people don’t listen with the intent to under-
stand; they listen with the intent to reply. They’re either speaking or preparing to 
speak.”60

“The ability to listen to others is essential,” says Harvard University’s Dr. Law-
rence Susskind, conflict resolution guru and author of Dealing With an Angry 
Public. “When high-ranking spokespersons or executives are being assaulted by 
those who are fearful, anxious, and angry, they must put aside their own feelings 
and defensiveness so they can listen carefully to what people have to say.
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“Good leaders, effective in times of crisis, must be as keyed into their audience’s 
interests as their own,” Susskind adds. “You will not be able to acknowledge the 
concerns of others if you cannot hear them. Listening must be active. This means 
reiterating what has been heard to be sure the message has been received.”61

In any conflict or negotiation, you must be an active listener. Focus on the 
speaker and your adversaries, take notes, ask questions, and make eye contact 
so they know you are listening. Communication must be two ways. Communicate 
your expectations clearly, accurately, timely and honestly. According to Covey, 
words represent only 10 percent of communication. The sounds we make and our 
inflection represents 30 percent, and our body language another 60 percent. 

Remember that the less you say, the more someone else will be able to re-
member what you say. It is just as important for someone listening to you to fully 
understand your message as it is for you to understand what they are saying. Saul 
Alinsky, who wrote the bible on nonviolent disruption, Rules for Radicals, says it 
best: “If you try to get your ideas across to others without paying attention to what 
they have to say, you can forget about the whole thing.”62

Summary Checklist
• A crisis can strike anytime, anywhere.

• No company, organization, institution or individual is immune from a crisis.

• Get closure and resolve the crisis as quickly as possible.

•  The five generic crises: 1) terrorism; 2) acts of nature; 3) sexual harassment 
and discrimination; 4) violence in the workplace; and 5) environmental pol-
lution.

• Other crises: corporate greed; business and industry related.

• How to prevent situations from becoming crises:

 1. Anticipate and have a plan.

 2. Respond immediately.

 3. Do not overtalk.

 4. Always tell the truth.

 5. Accept responsibility.

 6. Select the right spokesperson.

 7. Stop rumors and correct misinformation.

 8. Show compassion and remorse.
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 9. Build your reputation before a crisis.

10. Listen.
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CHAPTER 2

THE CRISIS TEAM AND THE PLAN

Anticipate. Plan. Respond.
Unfortunately, too many CEOs are not prepared to deal with a crisis when it 

happens. The public relations firm Burson-Marsteller conducted a survey after 
September 11, 2001 and 81 percent of CEOs in the U.S. who responded said their 
existing crisis plans were inadequate. What was even more surprising was that 
only 63 percent of these CEOs had since re-evaluated their existing crisis plans.

The 9/11 terror attack on the World Trade Center should have sent a message 
to every chair, president and CEO of a company, organization or institution in 
world to immediately evaluate how prepared they were in the event of a crisis. 
This was followed by the anthrax scare, and some people were afraid to open 
their mail. Then the sniper attacked virtually paralyzed the metropolitan area 
around Washington, D.C. 

We have been living in a different world since 9/11. After the attack, the public 
was frightened and scared. Rhetoric, mixed signals and contradictory statements 
were coming out of the White House, CIA, FBI, Department of Justice and other 
federal agencies, which only made things worse. Americans didn’t know what or 
whom to believe, so they didn’t trust any of the messages they were receiving.

By October 2002, U.S. consumer confidence fell to its lowest level in nearly 
nine years. The Conference Board, an independent economic research firm in 
New York, pegged the index at 79.4, its fifth straight monthly decline from an 
average reading of 90 expected by economists. It also was the biggest month-to-
month decline since a 17-point drop from August to September 2001.1 

The Consumer Confidence Index is defined as the degree of optimism on the 
sate of the U.S. economy that consumers express through their activities of sav-
ings and spending. It is based on 5,000 households and has been issued monthly 
since 1985 when it was indexed at 100.2
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Even today, too many CEOs are unprepared for a crisis. Business schools 
training future corporate leaders not only do not offer courses on crisis man-
agement and communications, or suggest them when taught in another college 
and the same university, but do not have seminars or workshops for graduating 
seniors to better prepare them for the real world. The same is true in our law 
schools today. So much of crisis planning and communications is just pure com-
mon sense.

“If you don’t prepare, you will take more damage,” says Jonathan Bernstein of 
Bernstein Crisis Management. “When I look at existing crisis management plans, 
what I often find is a failure to address the many communications issues related to 
crisis/disaster response. Organizations do not understand that. Without adequate 
communications:3

*  Operational response will break down.

*  Stakeholders (internal and external) will not know what is happening and 
quickly be confused, angry, and negative.

*  The organization will be perceived as inept, at best, and criminally negligent, 
at worst.

A survey of 251 marketing executives by BtoB magazine and Eric Mower and 
Associates, Syracuse, N.Y.-headquartered national advertising agency, reported 
that 53 percent said their company has undergone a crisis that resulted in negative 
media coverage or a decline in sales or profitability. However, 57 percent said 
their company has no crisis-response plan prepared! 

Just half of the 43 percent of companies that say they do have a crisis plan 
said they have trained spokespersons. And 10 percent of these expressed concern 
whether they would be able to implement the plan that is in place. Of the compa-
nies that said they experienced crises, 23 percent said it took 3-12 months for the 
brand to recover from a crisis; 13 percent up to two years; and 18 percent said that 
they had not recovered even after two years.4

Of the companies that did have a crisis plan in place, 29 percent said the plan 
was sufficient to protect the brand, 26 percent said it protects the brand somewhat, 
and 20 percent reported the plan does not protect the brand at all. Layoffs, shut-
downs and business foreclosures precipitated 56 percent of the crises, followed by 
operational or services failures (45 percent) legal or ethical problems (33 percent) 
and a negative word-of-mouth attack by someone wanting to damage the business 
(32 percent).



The Crisis Team And The Plan | 33

“If companies choose not to be prepared for a crisis, they and shareholders 
will pay the price, because crises have a way of twisting and turning until they do 
serious bottom-line damage,” said Peter Kapcio, director of reputation manage-
ment services and head of the crisis communications practice at Eric Mower and 
Associates. “In most cases, it’s not the initial trigger of the crisis that causes the 
damage; it’s what follows a botched response.”5

The First Step - Organize the Team
The first step to getting a plan is to organize a crisis team. Then develop the crisis 
management plan and the crisis communications plan. The CEO should name the 
chair of the team. In most cases this should be the person in charge of public rela-
tions or corporate communications. However, some CEOs, especially in smaller 
companies, may wish to head the team.

The structure of a team will vary according to company, organization and 
institution but must have ownership and leadership from the very top and a 
commitment of involvement. In a publicly held company, the team could be 
composed of:

•  Vice president of public relations.

•  Vice president of human resources.

•  The executive vice president or senior vice president appointee and represen-
tative of the CEO.

•  General counsel and head of legal affairs.

•  Senior officer in charge of international relations if the company has opera-
tions in foreign countries.

•  Vice president of sales and marketing.

•  The chief financial officer or head of investor relations.

•  A technical officer who knows the manufacturing, operations and technology 
processes.

•  A customer service manager. 

•  The chief of security depending.

•  Outside public relations counsel to provide guidance and experience with 
other clients. This is especially important if the public relations executive does 
not have sufficient crisis communications experience, and also to provide an 
outside opinion in the event of a disagreement with legal counsel.
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The fewer number of people on the team, the better. Each member of the team 
must be completely committed and understand the importance of participating in 
the planning and implementation of the plan. Each will be given specific responsi-
bilities during a crisis. A non-public company would have virtually the same team 
composition without representation from investor relations.

In companies with multiple operations, such as a manufacturing or chemical 
company with plants in a number of cities, or an oil company with various refiner-
ies, each local operation must have a crisis management and communications plan 
which mirrors that of corporate headquarters. Also there will be a policy established 
as to who speaks for the company and who releases information to the public.

A Different Team Structure for Higher Education and Non-Profits
The structure of a team would change slightly at a college or university, but still 
include the CEO or his or her representative, the heads of public relations (or 
university relations, whatever the title might be), business services, student affairs, 
human resources, legal and security. Added to this list would be the provost, execu-
tive director of the alumni association, the heads of development and the faculty 
senate, and a representative of the student body. Again, it would be prudent to 
consider retaining experienced outside public relations counsel for guidance.

In a volunteer driven non-profit charitable institution, such as a 501(c)(3), the 
executive director or head of staff operations and the president or chair elected 
by the members would be members of the team. Included again would be heads of 
public relations, human relations, development and legal. Being an organization 
of volunteers, the team should consider adding one or more members of its board 
of directors or representatives of the rank-and-file membership.

The Team’s Challenge
The chair of the team has the responsibility for keeping the team and the plan 
current, calling periodic meetings of the team, and making any changes in team 
members, as required. A team should meet at least two times a year and prefer-
ably three. All team members must attend all meetings when called. At least once 
a year, and perhaps twice, the CEO should meet with the team.

There should be backup members of the team, who play the role of understudy, 
and must be as fully prepared and capable of responding if a team member is out 
of town, sick or otherwise cannot do his or her job when needed.

If the organization does not have a crisis plan, the newly appointed chair should 
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talk with his counterparts at other similar companies, organizations and institu-
tions that do have a plan in place and ask to borrow a copy. This could serve 
as a blueprint for developing the plan. This should be done well before the first 
meeting of the team.

Everyone on the team should be given a small, billfold-size, plastic encased 
card that has all telephone numbers (direct dial office, home, cell, pager and any 
others) and e-mail of every member of the team as well as any other individuals 
who may need to be contacted in the event of a crisis.

The team also needs to provide leadership. According to Jonathan Bernstein 
of Bernstein Crisis Management, intra-organizational infighting is one of the 
leading causes of crises, and plays a major role in exacerbating crises that may 
otherwise have remained minor.6

Who Gets Called and When
The crisis plans needs to detail who gets called and when. Some crises, such as an 
explosion or violent attack in the workplace will require an emergency response. 
Others, such as a complaint filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission for discrimination will allow a reasonable time to respond.

Every crisis plan should have a cascading notification system used to activate 
the communications plan. Cascading notification permits one individual to con-
tact several other individuals who in turn contact several others. In a crisis, the 
first person contacted or made aware of the crisis will know whom to call and 
notify. 

The calling tree will vary according to the type of crisis. The plan should detail 
what happens, for example, if there is an explosion at a chemical plant miles away 
from headquarters or a violent attack in a manufacturing facility. There will be an 
on-side coordinator at each facility.

Here is an example of how a calling tree and notifications should be prioritized:

1.  Those who must implement and manage the communications response, 
either on-site or at headquarters.

2.  Those who will be asked to respond publicly regarding the crisis.

3.  Those who will support the communications response.

4.  Those with a special need-to-know, such as senior management, a victim’s 
family, off-site response agencies and government officials.

5.  The news media and the general public.7
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The local operating head of the plant should be the first person notified and 
then it should be spelled out in order of priority whom he will notify at headquar-
ters. This might be the head of manufacturing or a division vice president, who 
in turn would call the CEO and public relations director. If the plant has a public 
relations person on staff, that individual needs to be called immediately. This 
person in turn will notify his or her counterpart at the corporate office, and form 
a plan of action to deal with the crisis and local and area media. Keeping local 
community leaders and elected officials informed is critical. 

In the case of violence in the workplace, a terrorist attack or a suicide, gener-
ally security will be the first to know. The plan should detail whom security calls 
next. If the crisis is one where a complaint of harassment or discrimination has 
been filed with an oversight agency, human resources generally will be the first 
to know. The plan needs to spell out the next person to be notified. If litigation is 
involved, chances are the first person to know will be the general counsel.

The first calls made are to get the crisis team organized and ready to respond. 
Every member of the crisis team will have a list of people to call. Every member 
of the public relations staff will have a list of names to call. And everyone called 
by these individuals will have other names to call. A calling tree needs to be 
created and periodically checked, with all numbers kept current. After internal 
management has been notified and the plan is being followed, the media will be 
the first to be called.

After the initial response, other publics need to be informed. The plan should 
have a means of communicating with employees. In advance, an employee hot 
line should be ready to use in the event of an emergency. Other ways of communi-
cating the employees can be done on an intranet website, available only to people 
so authorized by the company, e-mail, or a system to send recorded messages to 
all employees. 

If the company is publicly held, then a plan is needed to communicate to 
shareholders. This can be done through those responsible for investor relations. 
The plan should determine other important publics which need to be notified 
including customers and suppliers, labor leaders, and government oversight and 
regulatory agencies.

Develop a matrix listing all of the publics to be kept informed on the left, and 
all of the various types of potential crises along the top. Then in each box, a prior-
ity number should be assigned, depending on how quickly that group needs to be 
informed of the crisis.
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Have Materials Prepared and Ready to Distribute
When any crisis unfolds, press materials should already have been prepared in 
anticipation of the problem. Fact sheets on the company, its products or services, 
biographies on the key executives and spokespersons, maps and diagrams, and 
other basic information should be current and ready to be downloaded from a 
computer to a printer to a copy machine and back to an Internet web page. Photo-
graphs of executives, buildings, products and technical drawings also are impor-
tant, and should be made available to the media and posted on the web page.

In many situations, the first news release should already be prepared as part of 
the plan so there can be an immediate response while looking into all of the facts. 
This should be anticipated, depending on the possible crisis, such as a union prob-
lem or potential serious weather problem. You want to be able to respond in the 
event the CEO or spokesperson may not be readily available, or if the CEO wants 
legal counsel to sign off on a news release. Any delay in a response can increase 
the crisis and only create distrust by the media and the general public. Where 
possible, plan on even two or three general news releases that can be prepared in 
advance, approved by all involved, and then held in a safe place in the event they 
are ever needed.

A news release prepared in advance may not always work and be prepared once 
the facts are gathered, to move very quickly. Legal counsel must understand this 
priority. A delayed response is a negative factor that increases proportionately 
from the time of the incident to the time of the public announcement.

The Briefing Book
An important document to have prepared and immediately brought up to date 
with all issues involved in the crisis is a comprehensive briefing book. This will 
be organized so the spokesperson or any member of the crisis team or public 
relations team can use it to answer questions from the media. 

The book will be organized by issues with answers based on the organization’s 
policies. Each issue should be concise and brief, and almost in the form of a 
soundbite. Where facts may be challenged, they should have supporting docu-
mentation and reference footnotes. Spokespersons at the U.S. State Department 
and other federal agencies regularly use briefing books in briefings and meetings 
with the media. A briefing book also insures that everyone is giving the media and 
the public the same answer. The briefing book should be considered a living docu-
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ment, and during the time of the crisis pages may need to be added or changed 
daily, even hourly. 

There is no need to distribute any briefing book to anyone until there is a crisis. 
And then it should be quickly reviewed to be certain it is current.

Have VNRs Ready
If the company has a product that is vulnerable to tampering, have video news 
releases, B-roll and photographs prepared and ready to distribute to refute any 
false claim. In 1993, a couple in Tacoma, Washington reported a syringe in a can 
of Diet Pepsi. Seattle media reported the story, prompting the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration to issue a five-state alert advising consumers to inspect Diet 
Pepsi. Two days later a woman in Cleveland, Ohio made the same claim. This 
situation quickly escalated to 52 claims in 23 states, with people saying they found 
a wood screw, bullet, cracked vial, broken sewing needle and other objects in Diet 
Pepsi cans. The story was then reported on network television news and the major 
wire services.

Pepsi’s crisis team invited the camera crews for an on-site visit to see how Diet 
Pepsi was canned, and to rule out any possibility of sabotage. Video news re-
leases, produced and distributed by satellite to local television stations across the 
country, were aired on 403 stations and seen by 187 million viewers. Craig Weath-
erup, the company’s CEO for North America, appeared on every major television 
network with B-roll to show that any contamination was virtually impossible in 
plants. Media advisories were distributed twice a day.

“If you’re going to conduct your trial in the media, you’ve got to do it with 
the tools they’re used to working with,” said Rebecca Maderia, vice president of 
public relations. While the FDA officials concentrated on finding the sources of 
reported contamination, Pepsi concentrated on letting the public know the safety 
and reliability of its packaging process. The scare ended in seven days and the 
FDA arrested 53 people in 20 states for lying about consumer product tampering. 
The crisis cost Pepsi $25 million in lost sales and another $10 million in market-
ing coupons. Within two months sales were back to normal, and Pepsi enjoyed a 
seven percent increase by year-end.8 

Any company subject to product tampering should have B-roll ready to dis-
tribute and today it could be made into a VNR and also immediately linked to a 
website. Reaction time is critical because lost sales will be almost incalculable.
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The Command Center
The location and size of the command center will vary according to the type of 
crisis. The command center should be a place where the media can assemble, 
have working space and be kept informed. This will be for the most serious of 
crises. For worst-case scenarios, estimate how many reporters would cover the 
event, and reserve a large enough room in corporate headquarters or in a nearby 
institution that would always be available. In the case of a non-emergency crisis, 
a room could be rented in a local hotel.

The command center should be designed to handle most crisis scenarios. Have 
areas for the public relations staff and crisis team to meet and work, complete 
with desks, phones, computers, copy machines, fax machines and office sup-
plies. In addition to extra cell phones, it is advisable to have at least one satellite 
phone. Have tables and chairs where media can write and work with Internet 
access, telephone outlets and electrical power. Another area of the center should 
have a raised platform or stage with a lectern or podium to hold media briefings. 
Proper lighting needs to be available, as well as a sound system, preferably with a 
mult-box. There should be a large screen to project slides, video or Internet sites. 
Consider this for the command center:

•  Office and headquarters for public relations staff.

•  Conference meeting room for crisis team, staff or other needs. 

•  Adjacent room with copy machines, fax machines and office supplies.

•  Large room for working press.

•  Areas designated for television.

•  Assembly area where media announcements and updates can be made, with 
stage or raised platform and sound system.

•  A “green room” or prep room for executives or senior management to use 
before any press conference.

Everything needs to be detailed on floor plans so anyone in facilities can im-
mediately set up all of the rooms on short notice, without having to locate people 
to get answers. 

There needs to be space outside for television to park trucks and vans with 
satellite antennas. Inside there should be areas reserved where television and 
radio media can work. All media covering the event will need parking accom-
modations.
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And once this is done, an alternate site should be selected for the command 
center including the possibility of using tents in an outside area.

Depending on the desired security of the location, special credentials can 
be prepared in advance for the media to control access to certain areas of the 
building or where media will be allowed. The credentials should be large, color-
coded and with a lanyard so a journalist can hang his ID around his neck. Each 
credential should be numbered and logged by the public relations team. Chances 
are that time will not permit photographs to be taken and included as part of the 
credential. Consider having each credential bar-coded so it could be scanned with 
appropriate security devices to further control access to specific areas as well 
as identify the credential holder. Control is important and all legitimate media 
should be accommodated. All staff, members of the crisis team and selected other 
senior staff should be credentialed as well so they can be immediately identified 
by the security staff. The color code will determine who has access and where.

The Public Relations Media Team
Every member of the public relations team will have specific assignments. Define 
the tasks and assign them to the most qualified individuals. The head of the de-
partment should not have any specific responsibilities, and should be flexible to 
undertake any task if and when needed. The tasks could include:

•  Notifying the media. The person responsible for this will be responsible for 
keeping the media list updated and current.

•  Media relations, including credentialing, parking, special services.

•  Distributing news releases directly by fax or e-mail or handout in the com-
mand center as well as possibly using PR Newswire or Business Wire.

•  Updating and posting news and information on the website and intranet for 
internal communication. This individual will have a list of what to post on 
the website, including maps, photos, background information on the company 
and its products and services.

•  Notifying senior management in headquarters and all operating companies 
internationally.

•  Gathering information and monitoring all coverage of the events. Using an 
outside service for help should be considered.

•  Notifying various publics as defined: employees, shareholders, local commu-
nity leaders and officials, customers, vendors, etc.
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•  Liaison with public relations counterparts at other agencies, including local 
police and sheriff, elected officials (mayor, governor), hospitals, state and 
federal regulatory and oversight agencies (U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, U.S. Department of Transportation, and state counterparts). 

Other Crisis Team Activities
Everyone involved will have an assignment. Human resources will be responsible 
for contacting and activating crisis intervention counselors and psychologists, 
caregivers, ambulance services and even mortuaries in the event of deaths. All 
those brought in for a crisis will be carefully screened before a crisis and under-
stand their responsibilities during a crisis. Human resources, coordinating with 
the CEO, will be responsible for notifying next of kin in the event of a serious 
injury or death.

Human resources also should have lists and rosters of all people who would 
normally be working in each office in each building, and this should be broken 
down by time of day. At a university, the provost or registrar should have the 
names of all students in each class at any given time. Should there be a disaster, 
you need to know the names of the people who might normally be working at any 
given time and where. 

Security will have established relationships with local law enforcement agencies 
and a plan that will coordinate all activities and events, including secured areas, 
parking areas and traffic flows and patterns.

If the company is publicly held, the head of investor relations will be respon-
sible for notifying the shareholders (working with the public relations staff), insti-
tutional investors, investment banking houses, market makers who have sizeable 
holdings and key financial analysts. The chief financial officer should call the 
bankers and lenders to explain any possible financial significance of the events.

Liaison With Other Agencies
Depending on the crisis and product or service, chances are other agencies and 
organizations will be involved. These could range from state and federal regula-
tory or oversight agencies to local police, hospitals and even relief organizations. 

The public relations staff needs to have relationships established with coun-
terparts at these organizations, with an understanding of keeping everyone in-
formed with any public statement. For example, should there be an explosion at a 
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chemical plant, the company’s public relations people should be prepared to work 
with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Homeland 
Security and other agencies. 

The ideal situation, and what would be considered best for all concerned, is to 
work together and coordinate what is said and made public. There should be one 
lead communicator speaking for all of the agencies. Chances are, because of the 
many egos involved this will not happen. Public relations representatives for each 
of the involved organizations need to talk to one another, and there should be a 
central place to meet and discuss communications and media relations strategies. 

Because an organization may have oversight and regulatory power, do not let 
the agency public relations representatives dictate policy or bully you on what is to 
be released and when. You must protect the image of your company first and fore-
most. If you cannot agree on a news release or a federal or state agency wants to 
withhold release of the information, you must do what is in your best interests.

If any organization releases information that is incorrect, misleading or pos-
sibly damaging to your company or organization, it needs to be immediately 
refuted. Hopefully the originating organization will make the announcement, but 
if it does not, be prepared to go public with your side of the story.

Think Cellphones
If you think you can control the message and want to be open and transparent, 
remember almost everyone today has a cellphone. When people were held captive 
on airplanes stuck on tarmacs waiting to take off, they used cellphones not only 
to call friends and relatives, but the media. Many phones today have cameras and 
can transmit still and video images which can be posted on the Internet or aired 
on television. 

In a building lockdown situation, assume that anyone in the building will be 
interviewed by the news media, so be straightforward and as accurate as possible 
with information. 

“Today, most everyone with a cell phone has the ability to report a story, upload 
it to a website, and essentially broadcast it to the world, said Jeff L. Braun, founder 
and president of Crucial Communication Group, LLC in Houston, Texas.

The University of Arizona in Tucson learned the hard way in 2002 when there 
was a shooting in a building in its medical school. A disgruntled student went to 
the office of a professor and shot and killed her. He then walked into a classroom 
and shot another professor before killing himself. Peter Likens, president of the 
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university, and his security team locked down the building and set up a command 
center at an intersection several blocks away.

Almost immediately students in the classroom who witnessed the tragic event 
were on their cellphones with friends. Television had the story even before Likens 
and his team had established their command center. Then, while Likens and the 
university communications team stonewalled about giving any information to the 
media, television reporters announced the identity of the gunman, showed video 
of his apartment, talked with his neighbors, and interviewed students who were 
in the classroom. 

It was four hours after the incident before the university had any statement to 
make. By then, it was old news.

Understand Why People Get Angry
Consensus builders and dispute mediators Lawrence Susskind and Patrick Field 
write in their book, Dealing With An Angry Public, that there are many reasons 
for the public to be angry. “Business and government leaders have covered up 
mistakes, concealed evidence of potential risks, made misleading statements, and 
often lied. Indeed, our leaders have fueled a rising tide of public distrust of both 
business and government by behaving in these ways.”9

Susskind, a professor at MIT and Harvard Law School, says there are three 
basic reasons the public gets angry:

1.  Because they have been adversely affected by something a company, or-
ganization or institution has done.

2.  Because they fear being adversely affected by something you are propos-
ing to do.

3.  Because they disagree in principle with something you stand for.

He says the traditional response is to prove the public has not been or will not 
be adversely affected by something you have done or plan to do, and that differ-
ences in values are downplayed.10

According to a survey conducted by Porter/Novelli public relations firm, in the 
heat of a crisis many people do not believe everything being told them even if it is 
the truth. The survey revealed that the public gets angry when a company refuses 
to accept blame or responsibility (75 percent); when they believe the crisis could 
have been avoided (72 percent); and when the company supplied incomplete or 
inaccurate information as a response to the problem.11 
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Opposition Research and Advocacy Research
In any plan, identify and know who will be opposing you and who are friends you 
can count on. The number of people who have access to this information should 
be extremely limited, and based on a need-to-know. When the research is done, it 
is best kept locked and secured until there is a crisis. However, as with the overall 
crisis plan, it needs to be reviewed periodically and kept current.

If you are in a dispute that could elevate to a crisis situation, opposition research 
is essential. This could involve employee/labor relations, community relations 
and where issues could become very political. Identify the key players. Obtain 
biographical information on your adversaries. Are they more likely to respond vio-
lently or non-violently? What strategies have they used in the past? Who are they? 
Who are the leaders? Who will most likely be the spokespersons? Review their 
speeches, books, papers and articles they have authored as well as public state-
ments. Do you have quotes? Contradictory statements? What is their philosophy? 
Education? Job experience? Their qualifications to speak on issues involved? 

Who are their media allies? What media will support them editorially? Deter-
mine what organizations and individuals can be expected to provide third-party 
support for your adversaries, complete with detailed information and biographies. 
Will celebrities be involved who can be expected to speak in their behalf.

What causes do they advocate? Do they have the facts? How do they “spin” the 
truth? If there are several organizations, what are they? What do they stand for? 
Who provides the funding? Is the organization legitimate or a front for another 
organization? 

In meetings or negotiations can the individuals involved be trusted not to leak 
confidential information to the media? Are they effective in using the media? 
Will they be cooperative? 

Document, footnote and reference the sources of all of your information. If you 
use controversial data, you probably will be challenged on its accuracy. Have this 
at your fingertips. 

The more you know about your potential adversary, the better prepared you 
will be. You need to anticipate what your opponent may say or do, how or when 
he will take action, and what you can do to prevent being in a defensive pos-
ture. Anticipate how the public will react to issues. Focus-group research and 
public-opinion polls will help determine whether you can expect public support. 
You need to understand different points of view and identify various levels of 
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understanding and misunderstanding. Will the public believe you? Will the media 
believe you?

A “must read” book in the library of anyone involved in crisis planning is Saul 
D. Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals. The book was written in 1971 as a “how to” 
primer for students and dissenters. “All change means disorganization of the old 
and organization of the new,” wrote Alinsky, who died in 1972. “When there 
is agreement, there is no issue; issues only arise when there is disagreement or 
controversy. An organizer must stir up dissatisfaction and discontent; provide a 
channel into which the people can angrily pour their frustrations.”12

Alinsky’s advice for organizers should be understood by all trying to resolve 
a crisis. He believes that the art of communication is the single most important 
quality for an organizer. “One can lack any of the qualities of an organizer - with 
one exception - and still be effective and successful. Communication with others 
takes place when they understand what you’re trying to get across to them. If they 
don’t understand, then you are not communicating, regardless of words, pictures, 
or anything else. People only understand things in terms of their experience, 
which means that you must get within their experience.”

His advice on communication should be followed by any spokesperson. “Fur-
ther, communications is a two-way process,” Alinsky said. “If you try to get your 
ideas across to others without paying attention to what they have to say to you, 
you can forget about the whole thing.”13

Once you have done this for the opposition, repeat the same information for 
your advocates and friends who will help you during a crisis, especially third-party 
endorsements or people who will write letters to the editor or commentaries and 
op/ed pieces for editorial sections of publications.

Prepare Spokespersons for the Media
It is essential that the team and spokesperson receive media relations training. 
Even the most proficient and articulate executives realize that they must be pre-
pared before standing in front of the media, many of whom will be adversarial 
and even hostile. One course in media relations training is not always sufficient, 
and selected spokespersons should be retrained with refresher courses on an an-
nual basis. A number of firms specialize in personalized media relations train-
ing and group sessions that can run from $1,000 to $10,000 a day. An untrained, 
novice spokesperson who does not get the message across can mean disaster for 
a company during a crisis. 



46 | Communicating In A Crisis

Any person who may represent a company on radio, television or in public 
should be professionally trained. Most executives today in business, industry, as-
sociations, non-profit organizations and government at some time will be in front 
of a camera, a microphone, a reporter with a pen, notebook and tape recorder, or 
a public audience.

The spokesperson needs to be equally prepared to meet with a large group at 
a press conference or media briefing or handle a one-on-one interview. For face-
to-face interviews, be as prepared as possible by watching the host or interviewer 
in action to get an idea of his or her style and technique. Is the person aggressive? 
Does the person interrupt and not let the guest always finish an answer? Is it a 
friendly and relaxed approach? If you are going to be on a panel or with other 
guests on a talk show, will any be adversaries? If so, have background information 
on your adversaries and competition. For newspaper and magazine reporters, re-
view other articles they have written to get an idea of their style.

Veteran newsman Walter Cronkite says that the subject of the interview has 
more control over a news interview than the reporter. He wrote that in his book, 
citing a disagreement he had with Pierre Salinger when Salinger was White House 
Press Secretary for John F. Kennedy. Cronkite says that at any time during his 
interview, the president could inject a statement, whether the question was asked 
or not.14 A CEO in an adversary position should remember this and be prepared 
to make an important point even if not asked the question. 

Dan Rather learned this the hard way when he became hostile with then vice 
president George H. W. Bush during the 1988 presidential campaign. Roger Ailes 
was advising Bush, and insisted that the interview on CBS be live so nothing 
could be edited out. He also gave Bush an “out” to quickly bring an end to the 
interview. As it turned out, Rather concentrated on Bush’s involvement in the 
Iran-Contra affair. When Rather pushed too hard, Bush asked Rather to back off, 
which he did not. Bush then said to Rather, “I came here to discuss my qualifica-
tions to be president and you are questioning me on only one subject. What if we 
judged you on the time you walked off the CBS set and left the network dark for 
five minutes.” Rather then ended the interview.

For any interview, be candid and brief. If possible, have an “out” or question to 
ask the interviewer. The average soundbite is 7.2 seconds. Of all of your responses 
that is what most likely will be used on radio or television. Many newspapers and 
magazines also use only one or two soundbite-length quotes. Make your main 
point in 30 seconds or less or no more than about 120 words. 
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Keep the language simple. Avoid unfamiliar acronyms, jargon and technical 
terms that the public may not understand. If technical questions are anticipated 
and need an explanation, have someone available from your organization who 
can speak on the subject. Be simple and talk as if you want an eighth-grader to 
understand what you say. Do not overanswer or overqualify your answers. 

During the rehearsal and pre-interview training, anticipate the questions that 
may be asked, and prepare and practice 30-second answers on subjects you expect 
to discuss. Know how to turn a tough question into a positive answer.

If the reporter is hostile, do not get argumentative or uncooperative. Be cool 
and remain in control. Always remember with absolute confidence that you know 
more about your company and the subject than the reporter.

If a question doesn’t make sense, come up with an answer that does make sense. 
Just because a question is asked is no reason you have to answer it. You can always 
give the answer you want to make your point, and either talk around the question 
or lead into the issue you want to emphasize. Or you can ignore the question and 
give the answer you want, as Sen. Ted Kennedy did during an NBC Today Show 
interview with Bryant Gumble. Gumble wanted Kennedy to talk about recent 
personal problems stemming from an Easter holiday incident in Palm Beach that 
involved his nephew. Kennedy only wanted to make points about health care 
legislation, and he gave the answers he wanted to be on television with complete 
disregard for the questions asked by Gumble.15

Remember body language and facial expressions. Dr. Vincent T. Covello, 
founder of the Center for Risk Communication, says generally what you say 
counts for 75% of the message, and body language counts 25%. However, in high-
concern situations, body language can represent 75% of the message and what 
you say only 25%.16

Go to the interview or press conference prepared with the one, two or three 
points that you want to make. Then have more than one way to make that point so 
your answers are not always the same, but you are making the same point.

Always stay in charge of the interview. Never allow yourself to be put in a defen-
sive position. Never let another person put words in your mouth and if the inter-
viewer makes a wrong assumption, correct it before answering the next question. 
If interrupted before a point is made, correct the error first before continuing. On 
ABC’s Primetime Live with Sam Donaldson, Ted Koppel said that it is OK for a 
guest to tell the interviewer “it is none of your business” or “your question is out 
of line.” He said that sometimes he, Dan Rather, and a number of other journal-
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ists get too personal or too far off-base in questioning a guest.17

If a television interview is taped, you don’t have to rush to answer as you would 
on live television or radio. Continue to look directly into the camera, smile, and wait 
until you have the answer you want to give. This will be edited out because no news 
director is going to run 10, 15 or 30 seconds of you silently smiling into a camera. In 
a crisis situation, most media briefings and press conferences will be live.

If you are doing an interview with print media, either in a small group or one-
on-one, be absolutely sure that the reporter understands what you have said and 
has quoted you correctly. Chances are the reporter will have a tape recorder as a 
backup, and it is all right for you to have one, as well as well as having your public 
relations head with you. If the reporter is not tape-recording the interview, speak 
slowly and deliberately so the reporter has correct information in his or her notes. 
Generally print interviews can be more casual, and this can pose a danger of 
being relaxed and caught off guard. 

Publish the Manual
When the plan is prepared and all is done, organize everything in a three-ring 
binder and number each book. Many colleges and universities post their crisis 
communications plan on the Internet. Institutions heavily involved with laborato-
ries doing research and those that use animals for research should limit distribu-
tion of the crisis manual. In most companies and organizations, the crisis book 
should be distributed only to the CEO, members of the crisis team and any others 
only on a need-to-know basis. 

Security of the crisis manual is important because some information may be of 
value to adversaries. The head of the crisis team needs to control the distribution 
and should number each manual. The same is true for the briefing book which 
should be secured as well.

Summary Checklist
•  Organize the crisis team.

•  Create the crisis management and crisis communications plans.

•  “What if?” all possible crises.

•  Develop a calling tree and the order in which people get notified.

•  Prepare materials ready for distribution to the media and others, including 
VNRs and a briefing book.
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•  Plan the command center with alternate location.

•  Assign responsibilities for the public relations media team.

•  Be ready to liaison with other agencies.

•  Use cellphones to control the message and realize anyone with a cellphone 
beyond your control can contact the media.

•  Understand why people get angry.

•  Develop opposition research and advocacy research.

•  Have the spokespersons prepared and ready.

Endnotes
1 Mark Gongloff, staff writer, CNN/Money, October 29, 2002. 
2 Wikipedia.
3 Jonathan Bernstein, “The 11 Steps of Crisis Communications,” Crisis Manager, Bern-
stein Crisis Management, September 1, 2005.
4 “Most B2B Marketers Have No Crisis Plan in Place,” Marketing Charts, October 10, 
2007 and Media Buyer Planner, October 11, 2007.
5 Ibid.
6 Jonathan Bernstein, “25 MORE Crisis Management Lessons Learned,” Crisis Manager, 
January 2008.
7 Andrew Stern, The Sunwest Group, Dallas, Texas, interview, April 1997.
8 Journal of the Interactive Media Lab, College of Journalism and Communications, Uni-
versity of Florida, Gainesville, Fla., Fall 2002, and Roadside America.
9 Lawrence Susskind and Patrick Field, Dealing With An Angry Public, The Free Press, a 
division of Simon & Schuster Inc., New York, N.Y., 1996, pg. 1.
10 Lawrence Susskind, “Dealing With An Angry Public” seminar by the MIT-Harvard 
Public Disputes Program, November 13-14, 1997, Cambridge, Mass.
11 Public Relations Journal, September 1993.
12 Saul D. Alinsky, Rules for Radicals, Vintage Books, a division of Random House, New 
York, N.Y., 1971, pg. 117.
13 Ibid.
14 Walter Cronkite, A Reporter’s Life, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, N.Y., 1996, pg. 24.
15 “Today Show,” NBC-TV, June 5, 1991.
16 Dr.Vincent T. Covello, Health and Environmental Risk Communication Workshop, 
1999.
17 Ted Koppell, “Primetime Live,” ABC-TV, May 29, 1996.





CHAPTER 3

MANAGING THE CRISIS

Being prepared is only part of the public relations and communications challenge 
during a crisis. How a company or organization responds when a crisis actually 
happens is the ultimate measure of success or failure.

Was the crisis plan effective? Was the right spokesperson chosen? Was the 
response timely? Was the response believable? As soon as possible after a crisis, 
it is important to bring the crisis team together for a meeting and critique of ev-
erything that happened.

You have to be flexible because every aspect of every crisis cannot always be 
anticipated, even with the best planning and “what if?” sessions. Members of the 
crisis team and their principal deputies need to be empowered to know they can 
act on their own. They must be entrepreneurial and know when to take the lead.

The rooms you had planned to use for the command center, for media briefings 
and for working press room may not be usable because of an explosion or fire. 
You should have planned for a backup facility, but is it available? 

Communications is your key to coordination. But what if your telephone sys-
tem, that provides not only your regular service, but your cellular phones, com-
puters and fax machines, cannot be used? An Illinois Bell System fire knocked 
out phone service to tens of thousands of Chicago-area customers for weeks. A 
similar problem occurred in New York City several years earlier. In 1959, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers projected that a high-tide hurricane affecting New 
York harbor would shut down phone service for a month or more in Manhattan. 
The communications plan for a catastrophic California earthquake anticipates 
that land-based telephone service will be disrupted during the first 24 to 36 hours 
of the emergency period.1

Radio is the communications mode of choice for emergency managers because 
it is portable, available and versatile. Battery-powered radios are not susceptible 
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to downed wires, loss of power, damage to switching stations or inundated switch-
boards. How the communications system works depends on how it links to other 
essential parties – your own team, emergency response, fire, police and media.2

The First Minutes Are Critical
The late Robert J. Stone who was a senior executive at The Dilenschneider Group 
and Edelman Public Relations in New York, said that a response must come in 
the first 10-15 minutes of a crisis or credibility can be lost. This is why it is so 
important to have materials prepared in anticipation of a crisis. Following are his 
rules:

•  Take charge or take it on the chin.

•  Don’t follow your first impulse to minimize the situation.

•  Assume the worst so you will extend yourself to maximum effort.

•  Don’t wait for all the facts; full details won’t be available early on.

•  Head for the scene to assess damage.

•  Be the source for bad news, not the victim of it.3

In a crisis, the CEO or top executive of the company or organization must be 
available, according to the late Ed Turner, former executive vice president of 
CNN. “With the technology we have today, people can be instantly available any 
place in the U.S. or the world. Have your most credible authority front and center. 
A ‘no comment’ is ‘guilty’ and dumb,” said Turner, who ran the cable network 
from 1980-1998. “Credibility is all you have to offer. Build this trust over time.” 
He also believed it is all right to say “I don’t know” or “I can’t talk about it.”4

What you say, when you say it, and who says it are critical. Preferably the CEO 
should be the spokesperson. You do not want the organization’s attorney as a 
spokesperson, and under no circumstances should any outside lawyer speak for 
you. Be sure a competent, experienced professional is in charge of media relations 
during a crisis. This is no time for novices or amateurs. Sometimes over-anxious, 
well-meaning people start talking before thinking.

“Don’t duck the press in the hope that we will leave you alone,” said Margo 
Slade, assistant national editor of The New York Times. She said companies in 
crisis tend to treat reporters as though they are “armed and dangerous.”5 “The 
job of reporters is to get the story. They’ll do that with or without your coopera-
tion,” says John DeFrancesco, former Chicago public relations counselor. “The 
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risk of being uncooperative, however, is that the story can be based on hearsay, 
rumor and misinformation from outside sources. Such a story can be damaging to 
your company and its reputation. Conversely, when informed in a timely, honest 
manner, reporters will tend to write the facts, and the attention to the crisis in the 
press can subside quickly.6

“If the first time you’re speaking to a reporter who covers your business is when 
there is a crisis or negative news event, then the reporter’s worst instincts are 
bound to take over,” says Andrew Gilman, president of CommCore Consulting 
Group. “One of the best ways to prepare for the inevitable is to get to know your 
media,” he said, speaking at the National Law Firm Marketing Association. “If 
the reporters know you, your products, and your personal credibility, you may get 
the benefit of judgments in articles and news stories.”7

Manage the Release of Information, Be In Control
Hopefully with the “what if” process, the crisis has been anticipated and an ap-
proved news release already prepared. It should be on its way to the media minutes 
after all the facts have been evaluated and confirmed. If not, the spokesperson 
needs to be immediately briefed and a statement made as soon as possible. Once 
you have all of the facts, disclose them.

You want to manage the release of information and stay in control. You want 
the media to depend on you for the story and updates. This will happen only if 
reporters and editors know they can trust, believe and depend on you. The last 
thing you want is for the media to interview adversaries, seek out uninformed 
sources, get random cellphone calls or follow up on unfounded rumors.

The media center is the operations or command and control hub where com-
munications to the media should take place and will be detailed in the crisis plan. 
Backup command centers should be considered in the event of a natural disaster, 
or for any reason the primary center could not be used. Be sure to plan for park-
ing and access for television remote trucks, as well as convenient parking for all 
journalists.

Optional entries and exits are important. They can be secured so spokesper-
sons making announcements can leave without being trapped. 

When the media center is established, let the media know when you are going 
to make announcements. Tell them what you know, distribute background infor-
mation and fact sheets, and set a time for the next announcement within a stated 
period of time (such as within the next 45 to 90 minutes). Come back on time and 
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with answers to questions they have asked. As long as you keep giving the media 
updated reports, and at the times you specified, they will be less likely to leave 
the center and seek out others who offer a discordant message that conflicts with 
what you want communicated.

Take advantage of all communications tools you have at your disposal. Internet. 
Intranet. Streaming video. Satellite. The Internet and Intranet provide a means to 
quickly and distribute information broadly. Compressed video is an inexpensive 
way to link to media sources if you are based in a remote location. One-on-one or 
simultaneous media interviews can be conducted using this inexpensive but non-
broadcast-quality system. Consider using a satellite facility, if one is available, for 
periodic updates at broadcast quality.

The basic principles always apply – be honest, tell the truth, never lie, do not 
mislead, tell it quickly, do not stonewall, show compassion, don’t hide behind a 
“no comment,” be on the record with all statements, and don’t give the media a 
chance to speculate or get comments from unreliable sources. If there is some in-
formation you cannot disclose, such as withholding a name until a family member 
has been notified, let the media know the reason. If you just don’t have the answer 
to a question, say, “I don’t know,” and let the media know you will seek to get 
the answer. If information can be made clearer to the media by the use of charts, 
graphs, maps, and drawings, use them wherever possible.

Expect Disagreement With Lawyers
A policy difference can be expected between the public relations counselor and the 
attorney over whether or not to accept responsibility for the crisis, or even publicly 
apologize and say “I’m sorry.” Psychologists say that “I’m sorry” ranks just behind 
“please help me” as the most powerful of appeals. Attorneys may fear this opens 
the door for lawsuits, but many can be mitigated by winning public favor. 

Where victims are killed or injured or their property devastated, it is not against 
the law to show humility or compassion, or express sympathy for the victims and 
to their families. As much as 50 percent of an organization’s credibility can be lost 
by displaying a lack of caring. Take the advice of Will Rogers who said: “People 
want to know that you care, before hearing about what you know.”

What is said, and when it is said may polarize the public relations counselors 
and the attorneys. The CEO will have to decide whose recommendations will be 
accepted. The public relations counselor will be concerned with the image, repu-
tation, credibility, trustworthiness and believability of the company. These are 
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not areas of concern for a lawyer because few have had training or experience or 
even exposure to public relations or public affairs disciplines. The most important 
advice the attorney can give is whether or not what is being said is legal and not 
in violation of any law.

When MIT paid $6 million to settle a lawsuit brought against the university for 
negligence in the hazing death of an underclass student, President Charles Vest 
not only issued a public apology, but hugged the mother of the boy who died and 
said, “I hope this isn’t too late.” Columnist Brian McGrory writing in the Boston 
Globe praised Vest. “Yes, a public apology, as in an admission of wrongdoing, 
an expression of regret, some human words, all for the whole world to see,” Mc-
Grory wrote. “Because of this, there are lawyers all over America wearing black 
armbands today. There are partners in white-shoe firms gathering in conference 
rooms in downtown skyscrapers at this very moment, so stricken they cannot en-
joy their lavish catered lunches. There are law professors at the most prestigious 
schools burning through case files in a vain search for precedents.”8 

Most lawyers have little understanding of the media, and will want to move 
slowly and cautiously, delaying any announcement as long as possible. Some law-
yers may even harbor a resentment of journalists.

According to Fraser P. Seitel, attorneys immediately presume the worst and 
believe, incorrectly, that all crises, whether personal or corporate, revolve around 
legal issues. “Legal repercussions are critical, of course,” he says. “But so are pub-
lic relations implications. In some crises, the latter clearly outweigh the former.” 
Seitel also believes that it can be suicidal for a client, especially an innocent one, 
to hire an attorney rather than an experienced public relations professional to 
present the case to the public.9

“Lawyers are so afraid of possible litigation that they go out of their way to be 
dull, and then wonder why the other side gets all of the media attention in a crisis,” 
says Pete Oppel, managing director of Fairchild/Oppel in Dallas. “The public 
can smell communication that sounds like it was driven by lawyers,” says Larry 
Kamer, principal in GCI Kamer-Singer, San Francisco. “Crisis managers have to 
talk to each other. What can we say that puts the needs of consumer first?”10

One of the best examples of a CEO taking the advice of public relations coun-
sel over legal counsel is what John Hall, CEO of Ashland Oil did in 1988. This 
is a classic example of doing the right thing and is detailed in Chapter 7. When 
one of the company’s storage tanks collapsed and released one million gallons of 
diesel fuel into the Monongahela and Ohio Rivers near Pittsburgh, Hall took full 
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responsibility for the accident, admitting actions that had clear legal implications, 
but that won public trust and support for Ashland Oil.

The Importance of Training Spokespersons
On December 3, 1984, a Union Carbide subsidiary pesticide plant in Bhopal, 
India, released 40 tons of methyl isocyanate gas that killed between 2,500 and 
5,000 people. It was one of the world’s worst industrial disasters. Warren An-
derson, Union Carbide’s chairman, rushed to Bhopal and told his colleagues 
at headquarters, “We can’t show our concern about this tragedy by me staying 
in Danbury. 11

However, three days after the incident, the media reported that the company 
had repeatedly refused to provide a detailed description of the system used to 
store and process the lethal gas. For all the good that Anderson wanted to do, 
here is how his director of Health, Safety and Environmental Affairs handled a 
press conference:12

Reporter: I think you’ve said the company was not liable for the Bhopal 
victims.

Director: I didn’t say that.
Reporter: Does that mean you are liable?
Director: I didn’t say that either.
Reporter: Then what did you say?
Director: Ask me another question.
You wonder who advised Charles Harper, chairman of R.J. Reynolds, before 

a company annual meeting. When he was asked about children and second-hand 
smoke, Harper responded by saying if children don’t like to be in a smoky room 
that they will leave. When told that infants can’t readily leave, he said, “At some 
point they will learn to crawl.”13

And then there are the Internet lies and false accusations. In 1999 someone 
posted on the Internet a completely false interview between a female broadcaster 
from National Public Radio and a U.S. Army Lt. General Reinwald about teach-
ing Boy Scouts how to use firearms. The fabricated interview ended when the 
mythical general profanely insulted the reporter. This piece of fiction reappeared 
in 2001, attributed to Marine Corps General Reinwald. By 2007 the fictitious Lt. 
General Reinwald became the real General Peter Cosgrove of Australia and an 
interview with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. The interview is one of 
many that became a long standing Internet hoax.14
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When not prepared, people make stupid comments every day. At the Astro-
dome in Houston, House Majority Leader Tom Delay (R-Texas) stopped to talk 
with three young Katrina Hurricane evacuees from New Orleans and said, “Now 
tell me the truth boys, is this kind of fun?”15 While testifying before Congress 
and asked to estimate the number of Iraqi insurgents, Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld responded, “I am not going to give you a number for it because it’s not 
my business to do intelligent work.”16 Did televangelist Pat Robertson, founder of 
the Christian Broadcasting Network do the Christian thing when he called for the 
assassination of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez? “You know, I don’t know 
about this doctrine of assassination, but if he thinks we’re trying to assassinate 
him, I think that we really ought to go ahead and do it. It’s a whole lot cheaper 
than starting a war,” Robertson said.17

The spokesperson must be clear and concise if you want the message to be 
understood. Truthfully position your organization and its message and give both 
the public and media credit for being able to understand what they are being 
told. Avoid what an English professor and non-practicing attorney at Rutgers 
University-Camden calls doublespeak. “The purpose of doublespeak is to not 
say something while pretending to do so,” says William Lutz. He notes that the 
federal government is the worst offender but that corporate America is only a 
half-step behind. Following are some examples he gives:18

•  Negative gain in test scores v. test scores dropped.

•  Meaningful downturn in aggregate output v. recession.

•  Normal payroll adjustments v. layoffs.

•  Volume related production schedule adjustment v. closed down a production 
plant.

•  Repositioned v. fired.

On-The-Record, Off-The-Record
What can be said “off-the-record” depends on whether or not you can trust the 
person to whom the information is being told to keep it confidential. The best 
practice is only to say or put in writing what would not embarrass you or not 
create a crisis if published in a newspaper or reported the next day on radio and 
television. Confidential sources aside, some reporters have been forced to reveal 
sources or go to jail if found in contempt by a judge. This has happened more 
frequently in recent years.
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The best policy is to speak on-the-record all the time. If you are communi-
cating with financial analysts on Wall Street, for example, you must always be 
on-the-record.

Here are four situations to guide how information is given to the media:
On-the-record – Everything that is said is for publication and may be directly 

attributed to the source or paraphrased.
Background – Information given to the journalist can be used directly as given 

and quoted directly but without a name being used. Sometimes the media will 
note “according to a high level individual,” or cite a generic title.

Deep background – This is information given to the journalist to help prepare 
the story but no direct quotes can be used and not even indirect attribution. Gen-
erally deep background material will lead a journalist to other sources for quotes, 
such as Watergate’s “Deep Throat.”

Off-the-record – Absolutely no direct or indirect quote can be attributed to the 
source of the information or to a title, department or any other generic source. 
Again, this will help the reporter position the information.

Keep Employees Informed
It is critical to keep employees informed. You want to dispel any rumors. You also 
want all employees to have current, factual information. This can be done any 
number of ways with an Intranet, blast telephone messages that can be delivered 
to their home phones and cellphones, or by having a special 800 number that can 
be called with updated voice messages.

Employees will be asked questions by their family, friends and neighbors and 
even possibly the media. You cannot control their message and you certainly want 
it to be correct. Good investigative reporters also will contact employees and their 
families at their homes.

Surveys by author and counselor Tom Harris and Northwestern University-
Edelman Public Relations Worldwide indicate that employee relations is now the 
number two priority as companies are practicing “inreach” before “outreach.” 
Editors at PR Reporter also predict that the new direction of public relations 
will make this primary.19 In a crisis situation, communicating to employees is 
extremely important.

Internal communications are especially critical when there is violence in the 
workplace, a terrorist attack or a hostage situation. You need to help your employ-
ees heal after such crises, and bring normalcy back to the workplace.
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Burton St. John III, a public relations consultant for the U.S. Postal Service in 
St. Louis, notes that it is important to have psychological counselors with excellent 
people skills on the scene within 24 hours. The CEO or leader of the organiza-
tion needs to make face-to-face contact with as many employees and victims as 
possible. During the second 24 hours, employees move from shock and denial to 
anger and anxiety. This can last for weeks or months. St. John believes it is impor-
tant to cut red tape and move quickly. In the case of a fatality, he says, “Often the 
simple act of completing a memorial service will bring some closure.”20

Decisions made during a crisis can impact relationships and trust for years 
to come, according to Don Sherry, manager of communications for Oklahoma 
Natural Gas in Oklahoma City. The company’s headquarters are located less than 
a block from the site of the bombed Murrah Federal Building and employees 
physically felt the explosion. Because of damage to the building, offices were 
temporarily moved.21

Employee assistance program and counseling were given top priority. A deci-
sion to return to the downtown offices was delayed, and employees were allowed 
to stay longer at the temporary location. Supervisors were given wide latitude in 
granting leaves and vacations. Supervisors and employees were encouraged to 
respect others’ feelings.22

All of the usual forms of communications were used – publications, e-mail, 
recorded news hotline. “The most important and effective,” says Sherry, “was 
direct, one-on-one conversation and small group meetings. Our president spent 
a day meeting personally with as many employees as possible, conveying the 
company’s concern and appreciation for work under the most trying of circum-
stances.” Oklahoma Natural Gas supported the desire of many employees to 
contribute funds to aid victims by matching employee gifts and making a separate 
corporate contribution.

If the Information Is Public, Say So
On July 4, 1966, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Freedom of Informa-
tion Act that went into effect the following year and applies only to federal 
agencies. However, all of the states and most of the territories have enacted 
similar laws to require disclosures by agencies of state and local governments. 
Many are combined with open- meetings legislation that requires government 
meetings to be open to the public. These laws also are described as open records 
or sunshine laws.
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The Electronic Freedom of Information Act Amendment was signed by Presi-
dent Bill Clinton on October 2, 1996, broadening the legislation to include elec-
tronic technologies. The first such freedom of information legislation is thought to 
have been enacted by Sweden in 1766. Today more than 70 countries throughout 
the world have followed suit.

The person requesting a public document does not have to provide a reason 
for the request. The burden of proof falls on the agency being asked for the in-
formation. If extensive time is required to produce and copy the document, the 
government body is allowed to charge a fee for services at cost.

In most cases, the open records or FOIA officer will be in public relations or 
public affairs, not the legal department. Lawyers at Texas A&M University pro-
voked The Dallas Morning News to sue the university. The newspaper claimed 
the university’s attorneys were not forthright in producing requested public docu-
ments, misled and possibly even lied to investigative reporters, and did everything 
possible to circumvent the Texas Open Records Act.23 The newspaper agreed to 
dismiss its lawsuit when Texas A&M adopted new procedures for all open records 
requests. The agreed-to order replaced the general counsel as the recipient of all 
open records requests and named the executive director of university relations, 
the university’s top public relations officer, as the new responsible party.

Journalists often use FOIA to request information when they are involved in 
investigative reporting. One enterprising journalist decided to let the open re-
cords law do some of his research. A request by the journalist to Texas A&M was 
for copies of all FOIA requests by two investigative reporters from The Dallas 
Morning News. While the request could not be legally denied, because of open 
records laws, he knew exactly what information his competition was seeking, so 
he reduced the chance that he would miss a possible story opportunity. As a mat-
ter of professional courtesy, the university’s public relations department told the 
two investigative reporters of their competitor’s open records requests. 

Contractors who bid on government contracts and lose to competitors often 
will request copies of the winning contracts. 

Companies whose stock is publicly traded may not be governed by FOIA and 
open records legislation, but must comply with the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission and Sarbanes-Oxley. In the wake of scandals at Enron, Tyco International 
and WorldCom, Sen. Paul Sarbanes (D-Maryland) and Congressman Michael G. 
Oxley (R-Ohio) enacted wide-ranging legislation that established new standards 
for all public company boards, management and public accounting firms. It was 



Managing The Crisis | 61

overwhelmingly approved 423-3 in the House of Representatives and 99-0 in the 
Senate.

During my professional career, I was responsible for FOIA at the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency and the U.S. Agency for International Development, 
as well as at Texas A&M University. Because of the volume of requests at EPA, 
I initiated a system of sending within 24 hours to anyone requesting informa-
tion a reply postcard with request number assigned. At Texas A&M, most of the 
information requested by journalists could be provided by telephone without the 
need of completing a formal request form. I set a policy that virtually anything 
that touched our desks was public information. This action helped rebuild media 
trust in the university that was nearly destroyed by the lawyers.

When in doubt, err on the side of disclosure. Never hide or refuse to disclose 
information that is public, or it will only further exacerbate the crisis and create 
greater public distrust.

Summary Checklist
•  Be flexible in managing the crisis and how you respond.

•  The first minutes are critical and the team must be operational ready.

•  Be in control and manage the message and release of information.

•  Keep the media informed on a regular basis.

•  Rely on basics of public relations.

•  Resolve differences with lawyers but remember the story must be told.

•  Where victims are involved show humility, compassion, remorse and sympa-
thy.

•  It is not against the law to say “I’m sorry” or to apologize.

•  Remember the advice of Will Rogers: “People want to know that you care 
before they care about what you know.”

•  Understand being on-the-record and off-the-record when talking with media.

•  Keep employees and all important publics informed.

•  If the information is public, disclose it; never withhold or hide, and err on the 
side being right.
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CHAPTER 4

WHO SAID “SILENCE IS GOLDEN”?

No one really knows who first said “Silence is golden,” but more than likely it 
was an attorney. The lawyer-driven “no comment” could well have evolved from 
“silence is golden.” Both of these phrases could be why the great wordsmith, Wil-
liam Shakespeare, wrote the following in Henry VI: “The first thing we do, let’s 
kill all the lawyers.”24

Actually “silence is golden” more recently comes from “speech is silvern, si-
lence is golden” from Thomas Caryle’s Sartor Resartus, where he translates a 
“Swiss inscription.” This also is a common German proverb that has been traced 
back to the Talmud in ancient Babylonia.2

Then there is the case of Sir Thomas More. His silence so infuriated King 
Henry VII that he was beheaded on July 6, 1535. Sir Thomas refused to accept the 
King’s claim to be the supreme head of the Church of England and said nothing 
in his defense.

The rules of good crisis communications have been outlined in the previous 
chapters but fundamentals and basics cannot be repeated enough – respond 
quickly, always tell the truth, never lie, and never say “no comment.” It is all right 
to say “I don’t know,” but never deceive, never mislead, and be open and honest 
with the media and all of the audiences to whom the story must be communi-
cated.

“‘No comment’ or ‘no comment because it’s in litigation’ don’t serve the or-
ganization’s reputation, credibility, or market share very well and rarely protect 
it against future litigation, or reduce settlement costs,” says James Lukaszewski, 
founder and president of The Lukaszewski Group, White Plains, N.Y. “In high 
profile cases, saying nothing may be the costliest single mistake.”3

During a seminar sponsored by Edelman Public Relations Worldwide, panel-
ists said a “no comment” implies guilt. James Fink of Opinion Research Corp. 
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said 40 percent of the people believe large companies accused of wrongdoing are 
guilty when they do not respond, and that jumps to more than 60 percent when 
the company refuses to talk about litigation.4 Polls shows the public particularly 
distrusts business. A September 1998 poll found more than half of the people 
believe a company is guilty of something if it is being investigated by a govern-
ment agency, and more than half believed companies are probably guilty when a 
lawsuit is filed against them.5

James Cox, senior vice president at Hill & Knowlton with some 30 years of 
litigation communication experience, said that companies are at risk if they fol-
low legal counsel to avoid the media during a lawsuit. “Public relations has to be 
engaged early in the litigation process to protect the company’s reputation from 
plaintiffs’ attacks. Besides the damage to the company’s reputation, there is the 
risk of losing the hearts and minds of future judges and jurors who will hear the 
case in court. The public relations team needs to field its own ‘expert witnesses’ 
as credible third parties to convince the media about the company’s charac-
ter and commitments. We have seen too many high-profile examples where a 
company’s reputation, brand, business, and shareholder value is damaged by 
early litigation charges.”6

Judy Smith, deputy White House press secretary to Marlin Fitzwater in the 
George Herbert Walker Bush Administration, says Fitzwater taught her that 
you don’t have to explain what you don’t say. Also an attorney, she says to avoid 
spokesperson babble. “If a question is asked and you don’t know the answer, or 
if you are confronted with a rumor, be honest and be brief,” she says. Here is one 
way she suggests to reply: “I don’t have that answer yet, but I will get it for you.” 
And when badgered she suggests you take a deep breath, be straight forward and 
say, “I don’t know the answer but I’ll find out.”7

In an April 30, 1998 press conference, President William Clinton came up with 
creative ways to avoid saying “no comment” to 15 of 29 questions he was asked. 
Here are some examples: “I don’t have anything to say about that.” “I cannot 
comment on these matters because they are under seal.” “I have nothing to add 
to my former answer.” “I have been advised, and I think its good advice under the 
circumstances, but I just don’t have anything else to add about that.”8

“There are dozens of ways to say ‘no comment” without saying ‘no comment,’” 
says crisis counselor Jonathan Bernstein.
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Don’t Withhold Information
Do not withhold providing the media and public information that will come out 
eventually. It is better to volunteer information than have the media find out about 
it and make it public. Don’t take the philosophy of Evillene, the Wicked Witch of 
the West in The Wiz who sang “Don’t Nobody Bring Me No Bad News.” Negative 
information has to be disclosed just as information that will positively benefit the 
company. The more information that can be disclosed early on will correlate to 
building trust and believability by the media and the public.

The late Meg Greenfield wrote in her Newsweek column how various political 
and presidential administrations contribute to their own misery even more than 
the press could ever hope to do. “The framework for the drama is created first by 
a series of dodges and feints and denials and plain falsehoods that set them up for 
exposure. They continue to let the truth out only under pressure, and in dribs and 
drabs, each time having to admit a little more, and also explain a lot more about 
their previous, now discredited assertions,” she wrote. “This only creates an ever 
increasing and more attentive audience for the story.”9

“Don’t restrict access. It’s like waving a red flag. It signals hiding something,” 
says Tim Wheeler, environmental writer of The Baltimore Sun. “Reporters want 
to have access to people who know the issues. Attorneys are the worst. You must 
go over the lawyer’s head to the top person. Attorneys want to control and even 
refuse to talk about documents that are public.”10

During the Persian Gulf Desert Storm operation General Colin Powell had an 
argument with General Norman Schwarzkopf regarding comments on television 
that four Scud missile sites had been taken out, when in fact air reconnaissance 
photos showed that the targets were fuel trucks. A CNN camera crew filmed the 
destroyed trucks and contradicted Schwarzkopf. Powell told his general “protect 
your credibility – it’s a precious asset.” Powell’s rule is that it is better to admit a 
mistake than be caught in one.11

Be Careful How You Answer
Ron Levy, president of Episodic Public Relations and a media expert, says that 
sometimes public relations professionals not only have the right, but the duty, not 
to answer a reporter’s questions. In addition to sensing when not to comment, he 
believes that it is wise to remember what not to say. For example:
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1.    You don’t know the answer. Don’t say “I don’t know” if you do know. Say-
ing this is like adding, “but the possibility you raise is not so ridiculous or 
unlikely that I’m willing to deny it.”

2.    Don’t say “I’ll find out for you” if you’ve already found out, but would rather 
not say. An example would be saying “he’s not in” if he really is. Saying “I 
don’t know” or “I’ll have to check” as an effort at evasion may bring you a 
string of questions that make you seem increasingly ridiculous and make 
your organization seem decreasingly credible. 

Once it is clear to a reporter that you’re going to keep saying “I don’t 
know” or “I’ll have to check,” you can be asked “Isn’t is a fact that your 
CEO is known to have done a series of increasingly wicked deeds, including 
misdemeanors and even felonies?” Your management may be outraged, if 
you report not knowing, or are unable to say whether a senior officer is well 
known throughout the organization as being a secretary-chaser, a foot-tap-
per in men’s rooms, an expense account abuser or a chicken plucker.

3.  Management may prefer that the answer come from someone more expert 
than you.

4.  You have reason to believe your answer will be twisted.

5.  Management has told you not to answer until you clear it with the lawyers. 
Even if you are under such orders, you may be able to get legal clearance 
to protect your organization if the need arises – “I haven’t cleared a state-
ment on that through legal, but speaking just for myself, not the organization, 
that sounds absolutely ridiculous!” That same kind of “speaking for myself” 
statement enables you to say, when a lawsuit has been announced but your 
people haven’t received the paper, not “we can’t comment yet until we read 
the papers” (innocent people, when accused, tend to deny promptly) but “I 
can’t wait to comment on that which I’ll do after we get the papers.” One way, 
you sound like the organization is maybe guilty but cautious; the second way, 
like the organization is innocent and eager to reply and maybe it’s the accuser 
who’s guilty of unfounded and ridiculous claims.

6.  Answering would be unlawful, perhaps as “selective disclosure” telling a 
material fact to some investors before others.

7.  The inquiry is not for business information but for personal secrets.
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Levy says that saying “he’s not in” if your CEO or the individual in question is 
in, may create the peril that cameras will be able to catch him sneaking out the 
back door, or show his car in his parking space in the organization’s parking lot, 
or be broadcast before amusing segments in which others in your organization are 
shown saying “He just left two minutes ago;” “I don’t think he came in today;”  
“I think he’s in Europe;” “Who’s he, I’m new here;” or even, “I won’t comment 
because I know anything I say can be held against us.” 

It might seem safe enough to say “I’ll have to check the records” but that may 
bring a question of what records you’ll check – and be evidence that there ARE 
records – and if there’s an inquiry by a prosecutor or a Congressional committee, 
the records you’ve acknowledged may be subpoenaed.

He points out another big problem that comes from falsely saying one of these 
things is that it makes you a liar, a fact which if uncovered may embarrass the 
organization and cause it to fire you, even if you lied in the hope of protecting the 
organization.  The announcement may be:  “He’s no longer with our company 
and we have zero tolerance for mis-statements.”  It can kill a whole career.

If you realize you’ve started to say something false and don’t want to admit 
that right away, don’t just keep going, figuring there’s no way to turn back. “Thou 
shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife” is an admirable rule but if you find that you 
do covet her, at least don’t do anything about it that could make things worse.  So 
interrupt yourself, if you’ve started saying something you regret, and say some-
thing like “I want to hold off on this for the moment.”  The wife you save may be 
your neighbor’s, the saved reputation may be your organizations, and the neck 
you save may be your own.

Never settle for a non-answer to an accusatory question, or an answer that sounds 
damaging, if you can go ahead and state the positive opposite.  For example, is the 
company causing increased consumer prices?  “Actually, the company is helping 
to hold down prices in four ways,” and then go ahead and name them. “Is the 
company causing a safety peril? “The company is promoting safety in six ways” 
which you promptly describe. A high proportion of charges against a company 
are that it is charging too much or causing a safety peril or that someone in the 
company has done something horrible. You can almost surely clear in advance a 
statement on what the company is doing vigorously to hold down prices, promote 
safety, and deter or detect early any behavior that’s out of line.

Very importantly, Levy says to avoid quantifying the peril.  Saying that “some 
degree of danger is unavoidable in manufacturing” sounds like an admission of 
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guilt. So it’s better to say “the company uses three kinds of experts and seven 
measures to maximize safety,” and then tell what they are.

Just as sports fans distinguish between our team and the visiting team or even 
the opposing team, the media and public tend to judge quickly when there’s a 
controversy which is the good guy and the bad guy.  If you are able to cite a long 
string of good deeds your company is doing (and it’s a list that already exists, if 
you get a statement on what good causes your company gives to) you may rally 
support from the groups you’ve helped and from the general public.  

“We each tend to see goodness in one who helps the old lady across the street,” 
says Levy.  “But be sure it’s an old lady, not thy neighbor’s wife.”12

Perhaps Rumsfeld Should Have Been Silent
If silence indeed would be golden, perhaps it should have been practiced by Don-
ald Rumsfeld. A toy company manufactured a 12 inch tall “Rummy” doll that 
speaks 28 different statements from historic press conferences. Some examples:

•  “There are known knowns, there are things we know that we know. There 
are known unknowns, that is to say there are things that we now know we 
don’t now. But there are also unknown unknowns, there are things we do not 
know we don’t know, and each year we discover a few more of those unknown 
unknowns.”

•  “I would not say the future is necessarily less predicable than the past. I think 
the past was not predicable when it started.”

•  “Needless to say the President is correct. Whatever it was he said.”
•  “Well, um, you know, something’s neither good nor bad but thinking makes it 

so, I suppose, as Shakespeare said.”
•  “Learn to say ‘I don’t know.’ If used when appropriate, it will be often.”
•  “I believe what I said yesterday. I don’t know what I said, but I know what I 

think, and I assume that’s what I said.”
•  “If I know the answer, I’ll tell you the answer, and if I don’t, I’ll just respond, 

cleverly.”
•  “Oh, Lord, I didn’t mean to say anything quotable.”

In addition to the Rummy doll there are others including Presidents Clinton, 
Reagan and both Bushes.13 Yogi Berra would be proud!
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Lawyers Are Often the Problem
Anyone practicing crisis communications has heard someone say, “If you lose in 
the court of public opinion, it doesn’t matter what happens in the court of law.” In 
a crisis, the ultimate objective should be to win in both the court of public opinion 
and the court of law.

Attorneys are responsible for protecting the company’s legal position while the 
public relations counselor is responsible for protecting the company’s image and 
reputation. And there will be conflicts. New York developer Douglas Durst was 
besieged by bad press for weeks after scaffolding collapsed at his Times Square 
Condé Nast construction site. He said from the beginning there was tension be-
tween his public relations counsel, who advocated immediate assistance to the 
thousands of displaced workers and residents, and the lawyers, who advised cau-
tion. The lawyers won. Durst lost.14

Harold Suckenik, a lawyer long active in public relations, says lawyers should 
never head public relations for a company or organization. “Lawyers normally 
operate in an adversarial milieu and are used to addressing small audiences, such 
as a judge or 12 jurors, as compared to audiences that may number in the mil-
lions,” he says. “Lawyers are also used to working very slowly. They believe that 
the longer things take, the better – people forget things, move, die, give up, etc. 
Media, however, travel at blinding speed.”15

Law schools don’t prepare their graduates to enter the legal world knowledge-
able about media relations, crisis management or public relations. Even a half-
day seminar for graduating seniors would be better than no exposure at all. This 
creates serious problems during crisis situations when an attorney will want to 
stonewall the media and all public disclosure, while the public relations and crisis 
communications professional will want immediate and full disclosure. One must 
wonder if a course isn’t given for attorneys to be suspicious of journalists. Attor-
neys are almost unanimous in their belief that an apology is completely out of the 
question because it could open the door for law suits. “Law schools don’t teach 
crisis management and communications because lawyers make very little money 
preventing crises, but make a lot of money resolving them” says Timothy J. Sul-
livan, former president of The College of William & Mary and former dean of its 
law school. Business schools also need to educate their students on this subject.16

Crisis communications may get help if former U.S. District Judge Stanley Spor-
kin in Washington, D.C. has his way. He believes it is time for a university to 
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create an institute of crisis management to teach business people how to handle 
corporate emergencies. Judge Sporkin has lectured on this subject for a decade 
and told The Washington Post that a “vast majority of crises are avoidable.” He 
discussed developing an academic program with Paul Brest, dean of the Stanford 
University Law School, which already has merged crisis management training 
into its executive education programs and in-house counsel seminars.17

An attorney was the recipient of the first Muzzle Award given by Intel’s former 
chairman and CEO, Andrew Grove. The award, a leather dog muzzle mounted 
on a wooden plaque, is given after a company official makes a foolish remark. The 
first Muzzle was given in the early 1980s after general counsel Roger Borovoy 
was quoted as saying: “Negotiating with the Japanese is like negotiating with the 
Devil.”18 In this case, perhaps silence would have been golden.

Sometimes one has to wonder whether or not The Madwoman of Chaillot by 
Jean Giraudoux was required or optional reading in law school. The author wrote: 
“You’re an attorney. It’s your duty to lie, conceal and distort everything ....”19 

Jim Carey and Al Franken Will Love This
I’m sure Jim Carey, star of Liar Liar, and Al Franken author of Lies and the 
Lying Liars Who Tell Them, would love to meet the five justices of the Supreme 
Court of the State of Washington who said it is OK to lie!

In its 5-4 decision, the sharply divided justices ruled that the First Amendment 
even protects political campaign lies and struck down as unconstitutional a law 
barring political candidates from deliberately making false and even malicious 
statements about their opponents. The case was brought after a former state 
senate candidate was fined for making false statements about her opponent in a 
campaign flyer.

“There can be no doubt that false personal attacks are too common in political 
campaigns with wide-ranging detrimental consequences,” said Justice James J. 
Johnson, writing the majority opinion. “However, government censorship is not 
a constitutionally permitted remedy.” The four dissenting justices warn that the 
ruling is an invitation for lies and deceit in political campaigns. 

Stewart Jay, a professor of constitutional law at the University of Washington, 
says the court is saying it shouldn’t be in the business of regulating political speech. 
“The court has decided that it’s just too dangerous to give the state the ability to 
decide when speech is true or false,” he says.

This ruling bucks a trend by more than a dozen states that passed similar laws, 
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and deviates from a 1991 U.S. Sixth Circuit Court of appeals decision that upheld 
a similar statute in Ohio.

The five justices who say it is all right to lie are: Gerry L. Alexander, chief jus-
tice; Charles W. Johnson, associate chief justice, and justices James M. Johnson, 
Susan Owens, and Richard B. Sanders. Dissenting were justices Bobbe J. Bridge, 
Tom Chambers, Mary E. Fairhurst, and Barbara Madsen. After their appoint-
ment expires, Washington State Supreme Court Justices must run for re-election, 
like all other political candidates. After the court’s decision, how will the public 
know whether a candidate is telling the truth or lying?20

A Second Time Around For Washington
In 1998, the Washington Supreme Court by the same 5-4 split vote struck down a 
law enacted in 1984 that banned false political advertising. Then Justice Richard 
Sanders wrote the majority opinion and said: “The law chills political speech and 
assumes the people of this state are too ignorant or disinterested to investigate, 
learn, and determine for themselves the truth of falsity in political debate.”21

In response to this decision, famed radio commentator Paul Harvey reported 
that the court decreed that it is legally permissible for a politician to lie. “We all 
knew that they often do it, but we didn’t expect that they would be given a court’s 
OK to do it,” he said.22

Ethics, Lying A Universal Problem
Regrettably, telling lies is on the increase. The Ethics Resource Center reports 
there has been little if any meaningful reduction in unethical behavior in U.S. 
companies even six years after high-profile corporate scandals. Its survey 2007 of 
2,000 employees at both publicly-held and private companies showed that conflicts 
of interest, abusive behavior and lying pose the most severe ethics risks today. 
Nearly 25 percent of employees lie today compared with 19 percent in 2005. 

The businesses where people most likely will not tell the truth were hospitality 
and food, and arts, entertainment and recreation, both 34 percent. “Despite new 
regulation, and significant efforts to reduce misconduct and increase reporting 
when it does occur, the ethics risk landscape in American business is as treacher-
ous as it was before implementation of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002,” said 
Dr. Patricia Harned, president of Ethics Resource. “Since Enron, businesses are 
focusing more on compliance with the law than on building cultures where lying 
isn’t tolerated.”23
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Don’t Always Blame the Lawyers
During any crisis, leadership and the final decision for what course of action is to 
be followed rests with the CEO, so don’t necessarily blame the attorneys during 
crisis situations. More often than not, the communications professional and the 
lawyer will disagree on how aggressive to be, how much can be told to the media 
and the public, and when it can be told. 

A lot depends on the culture of the institution. Nonprofit organizations tend 
to be more conservative because of a volunteer, outside, board of directors. Most 
cannot respond quickly when a consensus of the board is needed in a crisis situ-
ation. The board’s chairperson will probably want the final decision to be that of 
the attorney rather than the public relations communicator. 

In the military, rank may have its privilege, but it creates problems in crisis situ-
ations. A lieutenant or captain may be very reluctant to tell a general what should 
be done or give the best advice. Also flag officers may be overly cautious in taking 
advice from a junior officer, even if the officer has had professional training in the 
communications field.

The same is true at all levels of government. Attorneys are more likely to be 
more adamant in their demands about what can and cannot be said and will al-
ways opt for silence. Senior executives in government are more likely to heed 
the advice of their legal counsel than their public relations practitioner. However, 
the farther one travels from the D.C. Beltway, the greater the influence of the 
professional communicator. Governors and mayors, in crisis situations, are more 
likely to take advice from their public relations counsel, press officer or pollster 
than their lawyer.

Keep Communications Privileged
Public relations counselor Jim Lukaszewski cautions attorneys and public rela-
tions practitioners to be aware that the attorney-client privilege protects certain 
confidential communication only between lawyer and client, from discovery in 
civil, criminal, or administrative proceedings. He says the Work Product Doctrine 
protects from discovery (although not absolutely) materials prepared or collected 
by an attorney in preparation for or in anticipation of litigation.

“Under the Work Product Doctrine, public relations work that, in an attorney’s 
opinion, should be protected from discovery must be ‘prepared, developed, or 
collected at the direction of an attorney in preparation for or in anticipation of 
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possible litigation,’” he continues. “The doctrine includes materials prepared by 
investigators, consultants, accountants, engineers, etc., who are ‘acting under an 
attorney’s direction.’” He notes that obviously you must consult an attorney for 
specific guidance and warns that waiver of the doctrine can easily occur. “Virtu-
ally any unauthorized disclosure of information to parties without specific direc-
tion or authorization by counsel waives protection,” Lukaszewski says.24

A Collaborative Effort
Relationships between the legal and public relations counselors need to be more 
collaborative believes Kathy R. Fitzpatrick, professor of public relations in the 
School of Communications at Quinnipiac University, Hamden, Connecticut. 
“Both serve the institution and it can’t be an oil and water team,” she says.25

Fitzpatrick, who is an attorney with a bachelor’s degree in journalism, sees a 
trend with public relations associated with litigation to force defendants to settle 
before going to court. “In a court of law you are concerned with a closed uni-
verse – the judge and jury; the rules of procedure and law, and a legal vocabu-
lary,” she says. “In the court of public opinion you have to deal with the general 
public and target audiences and constituents. Litigation public relations is not an 
attempt to interfere with due process. It may be an attempt to influence resolution 
of conflict and should be a pro-active effort to maintain the positive reputation of 
the client company.

“The plaintiff’s typical strategy is to be aggressive with the following objectives: 
to counteract defendant’s advantage (David v. Goliath) and gain public sympathy; 
to bring public attention to an issue; to force a favorable settlement; to invite class 
action participation; to embarrass and discredit the defendant; and to pre-empt 
impending suits by another party,” she says.26

Fitzpatrick says a defendant can have three typical strategies: defensive, with 
a “no comment” approach; responsive and end up scrambling; or proactive by 
defining the situation and managing the issues and process. She outlines the fol-
lowing objectives for defendants: 

•  to preserve the client company’s credibility; 

•  to counteract negative publicity resulting from public charges; 

•  to make the company’s viewpoint heard; 

•  to ensure balanced media coverage; 

•  to diffuse a hostile environment; 
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•  to aid public understanding of the charges and judicial process; 

•  and, to take advantage of increased media attention and enhance the organi-
zation’s visibility and reputation among important constituents.

Boards of Directors Also Can Be Problems
A well-intentioned board of directors that wants to micromanage can create a cri-
sis. A classic case is that of William Aramony who was president of United Way of 
America. During his 22 years as head of the organization that serves 2,100 autono-
mous United Way locals, he increased annual receipts from $787 million to more 
than $3 billion and was responsible for an agreement with the National Football 
League that involved player participation and network advertising exposure.

When media began to inquire about Aramony’s extravagant lifestyle and travel 
expenses, including flying the Concorde and purchases by United Way spin-off 
companies of condominiums in New York City and Coral Gables, Florida, the 
board not only vetoed a preemptive media approach, but closed off the public 
relations department to reporters. Anthony DeCristofaro, then vice president of 
corporate communications, and Sunshine Janda Overkamp, vice president for 
membership, marketing and communications, both wanted to go public with the 
scandal. “The media looked to others within the organization for details. The 
building became a sieve of information,” said DeCristofaro. “The result was an 
experience you can’t buy and probably don’t want to.”

Just days before his resignation, United Way’s executive committee gave 
Aramony a unanimous vote of confidence. During a one-hour teleconference on 
February 28, 1992, he announced his resignation to his staff of 275 and to 90 
local chapters. Dr. LaSalle D. Leffall, Jr., chair of the board’s executive com-
mittee, who two years later was elected President of the American College of 
Surgeons, praised Aramony for his “decades of service” and said his committee 
“has reaffirmed its vote of confidence in him and his work.” Some United Way 
executives in the field expressed anger at the board’s limited response to critical 
press coverage and had already called for Aramony to step down. Other local 
chapters were withholding dues payments until they got satisfactory explanations 
about Aramony’s expenses and management practices.

In 1995, Aramony was convicted on 25 counts, including conspiracy to defraud, 
mail fraud, wire fraud, transportation of fraudulently acquired property, engag-
ing in unlawful monetary transactions, and aiding in the filing of false tax returns. 
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During the three-week trial, prosecutors portrayed him as a corrupt womanizer 
who spent hundreds of thousands of dollars of the charity’s money to finance 
flings with young women, including sex in the back of limousines rented with the 
charity’s funds. He also took trips to London, Paris, Las Vegas and Egypt and 
defrauded United Way of an estimated $1.2 million. District Judge Claude Hilton 
gave him seven of the eight years he faced under federal sentencing guidelines.

Even today “the frequently asked questions” or FAQ pages of many local 
United Way websites, which didn’t exist when the story became public, have dis-
closures about Aramony to distance the local chapters from what happened at the 
national office.27

Sometimes Even the News Media Won’t Comment
Any newspaper, magazine, radio or television reporter expects you to respond 
and do so immediately. Unfortunately, members of the media do not respond 
themselves the way they expect everyone else to respond. And, you have little 
recourse to let the world know their actions.

Reporters, producers, publishers and others in the news media don’t always set 
a good example for people they want to interview. Alan Hirsch, president of G+A 
Communications, New York, collects articles when the news media say ““no com-
ment” or avoid comment. Here are several from his collection:28

“New York Post editor Ken Chandler and Post publisher Martin Singerman 
didn’t return repeated calls. Sports editor Greg Gallo said through a secretary 
that he was unavailable,” - Newsday, December 13, 1996.

“Both father (Arthur O. Sulzberger) and son (Arthur Sulzberger, Jr.) [The New 
York Times] couldn’t be reached for comment.” - The Wall Street Journal.

“A spokeswoman for Channel 2 said Carey (general manager) could not be 
reached for comment.” - Newsday

Today, media companies are very careful about disclosing news involving sis-
ter companies. If NBC is doing a story about General Electric, the announcer 
will mention that GE is the parent company of the network. The same for ABC 
and Disney.

However, sometimes media companies have suppressed stories that might hurt 
them. Richard Bressler, Time Warner’s chief financial officer, asked journalist 
Steven Brill to kill a profile of William Baer, a Federal Trade Commission of-
ficial, scheduled to appear in a Brill newsletter. Brill was the founder of Court 
TV, The American Lawyer and several smaller legal and business publications 
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owned by Time Warner. Peter Haje, Time Warner’s general counsel, asked Brill 
to kill a story in The American Lawyer about the Scientology litigation because it 
criticized reporting in Time magazine. Another company attorney asked him not 
to cover a case in Court TV involving a Warner music company.29

No Response = Implied Consent
Frank Swoboda of The Washington Post believes that a “no comment” is better 
than lying to a reporter. “Lie once and you are a liar forever,” he says.30 Former 
White House press secretary Mike McCurry said he got into trouble because he 
made a conscious choice not to ask President Clinton about his relationship with 
Monica Lewinsky. “I didn’t seek the truth about Monica,” he says. Yet he main-
tained his personal integrity by sticking to one important standard: “I cannot 
compound or further any lie.”31

Never miss an opportunity to tell the public a positive story. However the attack 
may come – a newspaper editorial, a comment on a talk radio show, an erroneous 
remark made by a television reporter or even a letter to the editor or a posting 
on an Internet blog – look at the negative as being an opportunity to not only to 
correct an error or misunderstanding, but to say even more. 

No response can even be worse than “no comment.” That is why it is so impor-
tant to have a crisis plan in place so the opportunity to tell a positive story will not 
be lost. It all comes down to anticipation, preparation/planning and response.

In February 2008 the board of visitors of The College of William & Mary de-
cided not to renew the contract of Gene R. Nichol who had served nearly three 
years as president. Michael K. Powell, the former commissioner of the Federal 
Communications Commission, and an attorney, spoke for the board as its rector 
and sent an e-mail out to all alumni, students, faculty and friends that said: “… 
this decision was not in any way based on ideology or any single public contro-
versy. … Many policies championed by President Nichol are fully embraced by 
the board.” When informed, Nichol, a former law school dean, announced he was 
resigning immediately and would not wait until his term expired on June 30. He 
then sent an e-mail letter to the same people saying he was the victim of a “relent-
less, frequently untruthful and vicious campaign” and that the board offered him 
substantial economic incentives not to characterize his termination as a fight over 
ideology or make any other statement without their approval. A crisis exploded. 

Journalists who called the college’s office of university relations asking to speak 
with Powell were given his contact number. Unfortunately, the local and national 
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news media had almost all negative stories about the crisis with reports ranging 
from it being a cultural war over religion, First Amendment rights, and constitu-
tional law to pressure from conservatives and members of the state legislature, 
and alumni threatening to cancel multimillion dollar gifts. Internet blogs were 
filled with statements both pro and con. 

Powell’s followup was to post a second statement and a Q&A on the regent’s 
section of the college’s website. Then the board spent a day on campus meeting 
with students, faculty, staff and anyone who wanted to meet with them to try and 
restore order. Because of the crisis, the college’s image and reputation suffered its 
worst black eye since it was founded in 1693.

Before and after the campus meetings, Powell did meet with important local 
media. However, the college stayed in its responsive, rather than proactive mode, 
and did not pursue one-on-one interviews or editorial board meetings with na-
tional media. It also did not send any subsequent news releases to the media to 
further tell the board’s reasons for its decision. Powell did not direct any messages 
to the general public throughout Virginia to win support for the tax supported 
college. His effort program was basically directed to internal audiences.

Anyone who e-mailed Powell for further clarification got the same generic 50-
word response, regardless of the question asked. In fact, the author, who sent 
letters and e-mails to Powell on a completely different subject several times over 
the preceding 15 weeks, without even an acknowledgment, got the same 50-word 
reply e-mail when again asking for an answer.32

Powell, who is a William & Mary alumnus, could have taken advantage of the 
crisis to tell a very positive story about the college. He didn’t. He should have 
looked to his father, Colin Powell, for the way the general communicates, whether 
or not it is a crisis situation. Powell’s own gate guardians, Michael J. Fox, secretary 
to the board of visitors, and Sandra J. Wilms, administrative assistant, obviously 
never read the e-mails to him and both ignored e-mails sent to them for informa-
tion. Since 1985, the presidents of William & Mary have been former law school 
deans. The attitude and philosophy of lawyers regarding crisis communications 
for more than 20 years could have so permeated the institution’s culture that no 
one today knows how to respond.

Remember, not responding is the same as giving implied consent, that you 
agree with what was said or written, or you do not refute what was said or written. 
In effect, you agree. You never want this to happen. Perhaps Shakespeare was 
right and obviously Sir Thomas More was wrong.
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Summary Checklist
•  Always respond. Silence is not golden. You might not be beheaded like Sir 

Thomas More, but you could be looking for a new job.

•  Never, never, ever tell the media “no comment.”

•  Anticipate, plan/prepare and respond.

•  Remember a no response can often be worse than a “no comment.”

•  Never withhold information that eventually will become public. 

•  The quicker you get out all of the facts, the quicker you can get closure on the 
crisis.

•  Treat the disclosure of bad news the same as you would good news.

•  Be careful how you answer. Don’t let your response get taken out of context.

•  Expect there to be problems with lawyers regarding what can be said and 
when. Lawyers have no training in crisis management or communications.

•  Five Supreme Court Justices in the State of Washington say it is OK for politi-
cians to lie.

•  Ethics and lying have become a universal problem.

•  Don’t always blame the lawyers if something goes wrong. 

•  Keep communications between lawyers and public relations practitioners 
privileged.

•  Collaborate with the attorneys.

•  Stand up to boards of directors who can sometimes be problems.

•  Don’t expect the media to respond the way they demand you to respond.

•  Remember that in every crisis there is a positive opportunity.
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CHAPTER 5

STUPID IS AS STUPID DOES* 
*with thanks to Forrest Gump

People do stupid things. Really stupid things. And, when they do, they often cre-
ate crises or they make crises even worse.

Many crises are inevitable and will happen regardless. However, using plain 
common sense is the best possible approach to preventing many crises.

Case histories and anecdotes in this chapter will serve as examples both of what 
not to do, and practices that professionals have used to resolve crises.

Think Twice About Suing When A Celebrity Is Involved
The Texas cattlemen should have thought twice before taking on Oprah Win-
frey. They sued the most popular woman on television. Not only was there no 
win in the court of law, they lost in the court of public opinion. Everything 
negative about beef was talked about again and again during the trial, which 
became an international event for Amarillo, a city of 150,000 in the northwest 
Texas Panhandle.

What created all of the controversy was the April 16, 1996 Oprah show. This 
aired shortly after British officials announced that mad-cow disease had been 
linked to the deaths of 20 people in Britain who ate infected beef. Appearing 
on her show was Howard Lyman, a Montana cattle rancher turned vegetarian 
activist who said that feeding animal parts to cattle was a common practice that 
could spread mad cow disease, or bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), to 
humans. Mad cow disease destroys the brain and forced the slaughter of 1.5 mil-
lion cows in Britain.1

Winfrey also had as a guest, Gary Weber, an animal expert from the National 
Cattlemen’s Beef Association. Lyman compared the disease to AIDS. After he 
supplied more details, Winfrey said: “Now doesn’t that concern you all a little 
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bit right here, hearing that?” The studio audience responded with cheers. “It has 
stopped me cold from eating another hamburger,” she continued, “I’m stopped.”

After the broadcast aired, cattle prices, which already had been falling, dropped 
to near 10-year lows. Ninety minutes after the show aired in Chicago, cattle prices 
had fallen $1.50 a pound, testified Tim Brennan, a futures trader and member of 
the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. Brennan said a colleague tipped him to the 
show’s topic moments after it went on the air and he hastily placed a “sell” order. 
Winfrey’s attorney suggested it was the traders themselves who caused the biggest 
cattle market plunge in a decade and not his client.2

Hollywood descended on Amarillo as Winfrey moved the production of her 
show there during the trial. Texans Patrick Swayze, Clint Black and his wife, Lisa 
Hartman were among her first guests. Bumper stickers expressed the emotion of 
the townspeople: “Amarillo Loves Oprah” and “The Only Mad Cow in America 
Is Oprah.” As popular as her show was, only seven of the 58 people in the jury 
pool had ever seen it.3

Enforcing All Rules Could Backfire
Marina Baktis and Vanessa Chekroun, co-founders of Mutts & Moms, a Pasa-
dena, California dog rescue shelter, probably got far more publicity for their 
nonprofit organization than they would have liked after taking on Ellen DeGe-
neres. At the center of the crisis was a little black Brussels Griffon mixed terrier 
named Iggy. DeGeneres spent $3,000 to have Iggy neutered and trained to be 
nice with her three cats and gave an additional $400 to Mutts & Moms. But the 
dog didn’t adapt.

DeGeneres and her partner, Portia de Rossi, had a similar problem with an-
other dog they adopted from the animal adoption agency and they returned it for 
Iggy. When Iggy didn’t work out, they gave him to Cheryl Marks, her hairdresser, 
for her husband and 11- and 12-year-old daughters to enjoy. 

When Baktis said DeGeneres had violated an agreement with her agency by 
giving Iggy to another family, she went to the Marks’ home and took back the 
dog. “I never intended to do anything but place the dog in a loving home,” a 
tearful DeGeneres told her television viewing audience. “Seven million dogs are 
euthanized each year, and this should be about rescuing the dogs. I made a big 
mistake, and never wanted the family or the dog to suffer.”

According to Keith Fink, the attorney representing Baktis and Chekroun, the 
contract says the dog must be returned to the rescue group if the owners decide 
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not to keep it. “Ellen is no lover of Iggy,” Fink said. “The people who are the 
animal lovers, who have given their life for dogs, are my clients.”

The animal-loving public was outraged at Mutts & Moms, which was besieged 
with e-mails and threats because many local animal shelters have benefited from 
DeGeneres’ support. She frequently makes appearances at benefits for various 
rescues, and when she has a scheduling conflict, she often provides funding and 
other support.

“I feel everyone has made huge mistakes – Ellen has publicly admitted she made 
a mistake and was in violation of a contract, and Marina could have handled the 
situation more sensibly,” said Jo Forman, a former costume supervisor for Frasier 
and founder of the Bill Foundation, a dog-rescue group based in Beverly Hills.

“This is what gives rescue groups a bad name,” said Marc Rosen, a producer 
at Rosen-Obst Productions and chairman of Operation Doggy Drop. “Ellen is 
a beacon of support for animal adoptions, now they are souring her against that 
endeavor.”

Ed Boks, general manager of the Los Angeles Department of Animal Services, 
said “This seems like an extraordinary situation. I don’t think they’re [Mutts & 
Moms] acting in the animal’s best interests. 

I wonder if anyone thought to ask Iggy where he wanted to live.4

Since the incident, DeGeneres and Richard Thompson, the former owner of 
Meow Mix, have teamed up to rebuild animal shelters across the U.S.5

Hollywood or Science?
Steve Shapiro, associate chairman of the physics department at Brookhaven Na-
tional Laboratory, blames Christie Brinkley for shutting down the facility. 

In 1999, Brinkley went to Washington, D.C. to meet with Bill Richardson when 
he was Secretary of Energy, to coerce him into shutting down this nuclear facility. 
Brookhaven was located on top of one of only four single-source freshwater springs 
in the U.S. This one extended the length of Long Island. She pointed out that it 
had been more than two years since the public learned that Brookhaven had been 
leaking radioactive water into the ground unnoticed for more than a decade. 

Brinkley, along with actor Alec Baldwin and many other celebrities and media 
elite, is a member of STAR, acronym for Standing for Truth Against Radiation. 
Richardson was concerned about closing one of the country’s most productive sci-
entific labs but if he did not, the political fallout could pose significant problems 
for both him and the Clinton Administration.
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The supermodel outlined in detail a scenario that would unfold if Brookhaven 
was not mothballed, including further groundwater contamination and potential 
worker exposure to cancer-causing substances. She also reminded Richardson 
that if he did not acquiesce, his political ambitions could be seriously comprised.

Richardson insisted that Brookhaven was closed for budget reasons and not 
politics. “I was impressed with Christie Brinkley’s commitment, professionalism 
and sincerity,” he said.

Shapiro disagrees. “Christie had a great deal of influence in the decision,” he 
said. “Models have more to say about the fate of Brookhaven than a Nobel Prize-
winning scientist. This is scary.”6

Cupcakes for Paris
Los Angeles County Sheriff Lee Baca was widely criticized when he sent Paris 
Hilton home with Mrs. Beasley’s Gourmet Cupcakes after she had served only 
three days of her 45-day sentence for violation of her probation for alcohol-re-
lated reckless driving. Baca said he had reassigned Hilton to home confinement 
because of her “severe medical problems.” Steve Lopez of The Los Angeles Times 
noted that [releasing Paris] was big of [Baca], but [Los Angeles County Jail] is 
filled with people who have serious physical and mental problems. How many of 
them get sent home with cupcakes? The problem, according to RadarOnline.com 
may be the Sheriff’s “close ties to the Hollywood community.”7 One late-night 
comedian suggested that if the judge was seeking justice, he would have sentenced 
Paris to 45 days in a Hilton hotel room.

Can You Trust Your Doctor’s Recommendation?
If you’re getting a replacement hip or knee, maybe you should ask your doctor if 
he is being paid by the manufacturer of the replacement part, and if so, how much 
and for what. The U.S. Department of Justice alleged that consulting fees paid to 
physicians by five device manufacturers violated federal anti-kickback laws. As 
part of the settlement, Zimmer Holdings, Stryker, Johnson & Johnson subsidiary 
DePuy Orthopaedics, Biomet, and Smith & Nephew post consultant lists on their 
websites. With the exception of Stryker, the firms paid settlements ranging from 
$26.9 to $169.5 million.

Zimmer Holdings’ Internet site has 14 pages showing it paid 771 doctors, hos-
pitals and medical associations more than $86 million for a variety of consultant 
services. The Warsaw, Indiana firm manufactures artificial hips and knees.
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The American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons recommends that its mem-
bers tell any patient if they are being paid by the manufacturer of a replacement 
knee or hip. Some device makers compensated physicians for heavy usage of 
products comparable to paying royalties. Other companies rewarded physicians 
for perfectly legitimate inventions and procedures.

The Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota disclosed that 22 of its physicians re-
ceived $3.9 million in 2007 from three companies with the majority of the money 
going to six doctors for royalties on products they invented. Other prestigious 
hospitals also are becoming more transparent for their patients.8

Bridgestone/Firestone and Ford – Too Little, Too Late
The 2000 Ford-Firestone crisis is an excellent case history from which to learn 
basic rules of crisis communications. The crisis led to the federal investigation of 
some 100 deaths, more than 300 incidents involving Ford Explorers with Fires-
tone tires and the recall of 6.5 million Firestone tires. 

A great deal has been written on this debacle, and there are pages of opinions, 
recommendations, theories and blame posted on the Internet. Was the cause in 
the design? Or manufacturing? Or tire pressure? “Anyone who believes Ford 
and Firestone doesn’t know what’s causing this lives in a fantasy world,” said Tab 
Turner, a Little Rock, Arkansas lawyer who is handling 20 lawsuits against Ford 
and Firestone.9

Some basic rules that could have been followed:

•  Show compassion. Because there were deaths, both companies could have 
began by showing empathy and remorse and saying, “I’m sorry.”

•  Select the right spokesperson. Was Jacques Nasser, the CEO of Ford, the best 
spokesperson? Ford gained more public support when William Clay “Bill” 
Ford, Jr., the company’s chairman and great-grandson of both Henry Ford 
and Harvey Firestone, took over as the official spokesperson with the media 
and in Ford’s television commercials.

•  Don’t stonewall or hold back information. Management at Firestone, owned 
since 1988 by Japan’s Bridgestone, stonewalled the media which could have 
been the result of a cultural difference in dealing with public problems. The 
company’s first spokesperson was an executive vice president when CEO 
Masatoshi Ono should have been out front. From the beginning, Ono should 
have said, “I’m sorry” and “we will fix the problem.” 
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•  Don’t overtalk. “Firestone spent too much time talking about what it believed 
was the cause of the tire shredding,” says Richard Nicolazzo of Nicolazzo 
& Associates, Boston, Massachusetts strategic communications counseling 
firm. “Rhetoric about ‘under-inflation,’ ‘improper maintenance,’ and ‘hot 
road conditions’ did little to calm the driving public. By emphasizing these 
points, Firestone was blaming the victim,” he adds. “Ultimately, the reason 
they recalled the tires was because there appeared to be a quality control 
problem. It would have been better to say ‘whatever is wrong, we will make 
sure every customer is taken care of.’”10

•  Coordinate with others involved. The two companies should have collabo-
rated early and coordinated their crisis- response efforts rather than blame 
each other. Nasser said Ford didn’t know there was a defect with the tires 
“until we virtually pried the claims from Firestone’s hands and analyzed it.”

•  Do not delay in accepting responsibility. Not until he appeared at a Con-
gressional hearing did Bridgestone’s Ono accept responsibility. “We accept 
full and personal responsibility,” he told members of Congress regarding the 
recall of 6.5 million tires, mostly on Ford Explorers. However, he added that 
a design defect that was causing tread to peel away at high speeds and the 
company’s party line by executives was to blame consumers for improperly 
maintaining their tires.

•  Be sure facts are documented. During a third round of Congressional hear-
ings, John Lampe, Firestone executive vice president, said “Running an 
overloaded Explorer at low tire pressure, particularly in hot climates, appears 
to be a serious part of the problem we are now facing.” Ford had been recom-
mending a lower tire pressure than Firestone for the tires involved. 

•  Don’t blame the consumer. While the finger-pointing at Ford may have helped 
Firestone in a court of law, it did not in the court of public opinion.

•  Always tell the truth, never lie and get the facts out as quickly as possible. 
Bridgestone/Firestone failed to do this in sworn testimony and public state-
ments. Executives said that the company wasn’t aware of potentially fatal 
tread-separation problems until July 2000. During the Congressional hear-
ings, an investigation by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
probe that began in May linked Firestone tires to at least 101 deaths in the 
U.S. and internal documents indicated that the company knew of tire trouble 
in 1994. In 1997, Bridgestone/Firestone began receiving many complaints 
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about tire failure but never notified Ford. Congress had company reports 
from 1998, 1999 and 2000 that showed tread peeling from tires and one of the 
types involved in the recall.

In 1998, because of a growing number of claims involving Firestone tires on 
Ford Explorers, State Farm Insurance alerted the federal government. Rollover 
tests were performed and Ford was told about instability problems. Ford then 
got reports of tread separations in Saudi Arabia and later asked Firestone to 
investigate problems in Venezuela. Firestone reported back that nothing was 
wrong. Labor unrest can lead to crisis problems. In July 2000 Firestone discov-
ered that more than half of the tires manufactured at its Decatur, Illinois plant 
between 1994 and1996 had tread separation. The company settled a worker’s 
strike there in 1996.

In Japan, the value of Bridgestone’s stock fell by $10 billion before slightly 
recovering. The company said the recall would cost $350 million but it was ex-
pected to increase substantially before the end of the recall. North America 
accounts for 40 percent of the company’s sales.

The National Transportation Safety Agency linked more than 119 deaths and 
500 injuries to Firestone tires used on the Ford Explorer. It also said it had 
received 3,500 complaints about accidents, principally Ford Explorer rollovers 
with Firestone tires.

Fleishman-Hillard, Firestone’s public relations agency, resigned the account 
Labor Day weekend when the company refused to take its advice and be more 
aggressive with its communications.11 “When there are significant cultural 
differences between the foreign owners of a company and the natives of the 
country in which they’re doing business, those owners must be willing to defer 
crisis communications strategy and decisions to those who best understand 
the culture(s) in which they are communicating,” says Jonathan Bernstein of 
Bernstein Crisis Management. This could have been one critical reason for 
Bridgestone’s response.12 

The Bridgestone crisis along with public relations blunders by Mitsubishi Mo-
tors Corp. and other major Japanese companies prompted the Tokyo Chamber of 
commerce and Industry in mid-July 2000 to print 1,000 copies of a book on how 
to effectively deal with the media during a crisis. The copies sold out in one day 
and another 42,000 were printed. Japan’s leading economic daily, Nihon Keizai 
Shimbun, editorialized that Ford had done an effective public relations campaign 
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and blamed the tires for the problems, “Bridgestone’s silence strategy failed in 
that it only bred mistrust in consumers and investors,” said Glen Fukushima, 
president of Arthur D. Little consulting firm in Japan. “Public relations is not 
considered all that important in Japan.”13 

Two Wrongs Don’t Make A Right, Even for The Donald
Soon after Donald Trump agreed to apologize to the St. Regis Mohawk Indians 
for trying to block the tribal council’s plans for a casino in the Catskills, he an-
nounced plans to build a Mohawk Indian-run casino on Manhattan’s West Side. 
Trump spent $118,000 to finance a media campaign by The New York Institute for 
Law and Society that accused the Mohawks of “habitual violence and illegality.” 

In addition to a $250,000 fine paid to New York’s Temporary State Commission 
on Lobbying, Trump spent another $50,000 for an ad campaign in upstate New 
York to apologize and avoid a public hearing before the commission.

It was not clear if “The Donald” was announcing a serious move or trying to 
regroup after being identified as the instigator of ads which the St. Regis Tribal 
Council called “racist.” Gaming analysts also noted that Trump feared that any 
new casino in the Catskills could impact his holdings in Atlantic City.14 

New Business Campaign “Bombs” Out
Why would anyone, especially a law firm, send a fake hand grenade paperweight 
through the mail? But this is what Quinn Emanuel Urquhart, Oliver & Hedges, 
LLP, did with a “Business is War” marketing campaign. Michael Fineman won-
dered what were they thinking as this action made his PR Blunders of the Year.

The company, which says its 375 lawyers makes it the country’s largest business 
litigation firm, targeted technology companies for new business with some 600 
grenades sent by priority mail. “Our marketing consultant told us this is Silicon 
Valley, they’re youthful, kind of aggressive, edgy, and so this is an effective promo-
tion to do,” Steve Madison, a senior partner told the San Francisco Chronicle. 

 One recipient and a Sunnyvale, California recycling plant, which found a dis-
carded grenade, called the local bomb squad. Another ended up with the U.S. 
Postal Service, and Inspector Linda Joe said this was not the first time mailed 
promotional devices have created problems. She said while she felt the mailing 
violated common sense it would be hard to prove that any laws were violated or 
that the law firm and its marketing consultant intended any harm.

The law firm said the promotion was cleared in advance with postal officials. 
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It fired its marketing consultant, offered to pay for the time spent by the bomb 
squad, contacted all recipients with an offer to send couriers to round up the fake 
grenades.15 

If Not Grenades, Why Not Eggs?
Executives and personalities at Philadelphia radio station WMMR-FM ended up 
with egg on their faces after a ridiculous promotion asking listeners to mail raw 
eggs to the station in a letter-size envelope. To further compound the crisis, no 
one at the station even realized that the contest would coincide with the April 15 
income-tax-return deadline.

Local postal authorities unwittingly participated in the crisis by faxing the 
radio station the postal regulations for mailing perishable items. The regulations 
served as contest rules, and the first person to successfully mail an unblemished 
and properly packaged egg in a #10 envelope would win $1,000.

Local post offices weren’t amused as workers found raw eggs oozing over other 
mail, including tax returns. “If an egg got into our high-tech equipment, it could 
be very costly to repair,” said Paul Smith of the U.S. Postal Service in Philadel-
phia. “We would never do this again,” said Sam Milkman, the station’s program 
director. “It was a lack of foresight on our part.” WMMR apologized on air hourly 
to all postal workers.

Potato Chips or French Fries?
In 2005, Bill Lockyer, California’s attorney general, filed suit to force top makers 
of potato chips and French fires to warn consumers about an (allegedly) poten-
tial cancer-causing chemical found in the popular snacks. Specifically named as 
defendants were McDonald’s Corp., Wendy’s International Inc., PepsiCo’s Frito-
Lay Inc. and Procter & Gamble Co.

According to Jonathan Bernstein of Bernstein Crisis Management, the lawsuit 
charges the companies with violating a 1986 state law requiring companies to 
provide warnings before exposing people to known carcinogens or reproductive 
toxins – in this case, a substance called “acrylamide.”

“In 2002, scientists found potatoes and other starch foods cooked at high tem-
peratures contained low levels of acrylamide,” says Bernstein. “But (as always) 
other studies have discounted the potential toxicity or acrylamide to humans. The 
FDA, to date, has said that ‘high doses of acrylamide can cause cancer in labora-
tory animals, although it is not clear whether it causes cancer in humans at the 
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much lower levels found in food.’ “However, the companies named really weren’t 
in a high-threat position and any of them could have made statements about their 
commitments to consumer safety and other calming messages. Instead, Procter 
& Gamble spokeswoman Kay Puryear made this statement to CNN: ‘Acrylamide 
is available whether those foods are prepared in a restaurant, at home or by the 
packaged goods industry,’ she said. ‘We stand behind, and absolutely think, our 
products are as safe as ever.’ The first sentence is not in the least reassuring,” says 
Bernstein, “and in the second, you will note that she does not say, ‘Our products 
are safe.’”

Here are lessons Bernstein recommends for crisis managers:16

•  If you don’t say it, they can’t print it.

•  When there are allegations that raise consumer fears, messages of reassur-
ance should be the first thing said by defendant companies.

•  Remember that the Internet ensures that your mis-statements will be around 
the haunt you for a lon-n-n-ng time. And it will preserve your wise comments 
as well.

This Crisis Is Its Own Novel
Judith Regan, who had her own publishing imprint at HarperCollins called Re-
gan Books, filed a $100 million defamation lawsuit in November 2007 against 
Rupert Murdoch’s media conglomerate, News Corp., alleging she was asked by 
company officials to lie to federal investigators to protect the presidential bid 
of Rudolph Giuliani. Regan said News Corp.’s political agenda was to protect 
Giuliani’s campaign related to the controversies involving Bernard Kerik, his 
former police commissioner, whom the former mayor promoted to head Home 
Security for the city. 

Regan had confided to company executives as early as 2001 that she had an 
affair with Kerik, whose book, The Lost Son, she published soon after the 9/11 
attacks. In December 2004, George W. Bush nominated Kerik to be Secretary 
of Homeland Security, and a week later Bush withdrew the nomination, explain-
ing that Kerik had employed an illegal immigrant as a nanny. Regan says in her 
lawsuit that a News Corp. executive advised her to lie and withhold information 
from investigators concerning Kerik. 

In November 2005, New Jersey officials said Kerik abused his position as 
New York City correction commissioner in the late 1990s by accepting tens of 
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thousands of dollars from a construction company that had long standing ties to 
organized crime. In 2006, Kerik pleaded guilty to two unrelated ethics violations 
after an investigation by the Bronx District Attorney’s office, and he was ordered 
to pay $221,000. A year later, federal prosecutors asked a grand jury to indict 
him on 16 charges, including tax, mail and wire fraud, corruption, conspiracy and 
lying to the Internal Revenue Service.

Regan also charged that company officials orchestrated a “smear campaign” to 
discredit her in 2006 after she promoted a memoir by O.J. Simpson, If I Did It, 
Here’s How It Happened. She is often a favorite of New York gossip columnists 
because of her in-your-face personality, and an episode of Law & Order was 
based on her hypothetical murder.17 

Martha, Don’t Trademark Our Town
Katonah, New York is one of three small unincorporated hamlets in the town 
of Bedford in Westchester County, an hour drive from New York City. It has 
12,438 residents and the average house sells for $912,000. Martha Stewart bought 
a 152-acre estate on the edge of town near the former home of John Jay, first Chief 
Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. 

It is a charming village with shops that include Katonah Yarn and Katonah 
Architectural Hardware, and many of the small businesses, where Stewart and 
her staff shop. People were concerned when she wanted to trademark a furniture 
line named Katonah. “To the people of Katonah, it is like identity theft,” said 
Lydia Landesberg, president of the Katonah Village Improvement Society. 

The townspeople told the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office they feared a Stew-
art trademark could prevent some local stores from using the name of their own 
village. Stewart’s lawyers, who noted that no one protested Philadelphia cream 
cheese, withdrew the trademark application in all categories except furniture, pil-
lows, mirrors and chair pads.18

Charities Under Fire For Not Giving Back
The University of Washington Medical Center was the main sponsor and sole 
benefactor of the annual Seattle Marathon, but in 2007 it received just one percent 
of more than $1 million in revenues raised by the race organizers. Signs, banners 
and the public address announcer told more than 11,000 runners that their efforts 
were to “to benefit UW Medical Center Patient & Family Housing Fund.” The 
same information was posted on the marathon’s website.
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Compare this with the 2007 Portland (Oregon) Marathon, which donated 
$200,000, to charity and the annual Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure 5K fun 
run which raised $1.8 million with 84 percent going directly to breast cancer 
screening, treatment, education and research.

When the low payout of the Seattle Marathon was made public, many people 
were outraged, and the spokespersons fumbled for excuses. “Only money given in 
addition to race fees goes to the UW Medical Center Patient & Family Housing 
Fund,” said Tina Mankowski, UW Medicine spokeswoman, when she apologized 
to runners who mistakenly believed that part of their race fee would go to charity. 
We weren’t looking for $12,000 back. We were really looking for an opportunity 
to talk to the public about organ donation.” The university also paid the race 
organizers $125,000 to help put on the race.

“The sole purpose of the marathon is to be the area’s best running and walking 
event,” said John Kokes, president of the Seattle Marathon Association. “The 
marathon exists as an athletic event, not a fundraising event.” 

“We chose to become a lead sponsor for the event to promote public under-
standing and awareness for organ donation,” says Dr. Mark A. Emmert, president 
of the University of Washington. “This was accomplished through the stories 
included in materials prepared by the Marathon Association, as well as by par-
ticipation of more than 200 transplant patients and their supporters who either 
walked or ran the marathon. Team Transplant helped spread the word that organ 
donation works, while encouraging the community to sign donor cards. 

“As a regional transplant center, UW Medical Center can perform these life 
saving surgeries only when donor organs are available. Sadly, the number of in-
dividuals electing to become donors has steadily declined,” Dr. Emmert added. 
The UW program also assists families with housing needs while they are awaiting 
organ transplants. He noted that the registration forms clearly indicated that sup-
porting the housing fund was voluntary and optional, and that a contribution was 
separate from the registration fee.19

“We don’t do the event to make a lot of money,” said Louise Long, race direc-
tor, whose firm was paid $162,000. Four board members resigned when Long did 
not answer their questions regarding finances and conflicts of interest. There has 
not been an audit of finances in 37 years.

“Shame. Shame on organizers for misleading not only the public but the people 
they purport to be helping, all the while jacking up entry fees and making sure 
they got paid,” wrote Seattle Times columnist Nicole Brodeur.20 



Stupid Is As Stupid Does | 93

In February 2008 the university cancelled its title sponsorship of the marathon 
but said it would continue to contribute some money, medical care and water for 
the runner.

Better Not Mess With Da Coach
When football great Mike Ditka learned that his Hall of Fame Assistance Trust 
Fund had given only a small amount of money to needy former NFL players, he 
decided to dissolve the charity he had founded in 2004. In three years it had raised 
$1.3 million and reportedly distributed only $57,000 to former players. Ditka said 
the trust actually had given away $159,000.

A former coach of the Chicago Bears, “Coach of the Year” multiple times and 
honored in both the college and pro football Halls of Fame, Ditka said the fund’s 
balance of more than $600,000 would be divided equally between Misericordia, a 
residential facility for developmentally disabled youth, and Gridiron Greats Assis-
tance Fund, another fund that helps former professional football players in need.21

Televangelists Should Watch Out for the Senator
Senator Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) of the Senate Finance Committee sent a 42-
page questionnaire to leaders of many religious charities. One was Joyce Meyer, 
who has even been criticized by other pastors for her elaborate lifestyle and office 
fixtures that include a $23,000 chest of drawers. Her estimated annual income 
was reported to be $124 million. 

Another was Creflo Dollar, a former football player turned pastor who has two 
homes and two Rolls Royces, and gave a gift of $500,000 to Kenneth Copeland. 
The senator wants Copeland, a protégé of Oral Roberts, to answer why he pays no 
taxes and whether use of his ministries’ jet for flights to Hawaii and Fiji qualified 
as business trips.22

In October 2007, Richard Roberts, televangelist and son of Oral Roberts, was 
named as a defendant in a lawsuit alleging improper use of Oral Roberts Uni-
versity funds for political and personal purposes, along with the improper use of 
university resources. He resigned as president of the university. and still hosts a 
religious television show and conducts international evangelistic crusades.

Two Sides To Every Story
When toys made in China were recalled by manufacturers, American consumers 
blamed Chinese companies. I was in China in August and September 2007 when 
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this was making headlines. The Chinese felt they were being unfairly blamed 
and criticized. One political cartoon showed an oversized, bloated Uncle Sam 
with dollar bills coming out of pockets sitting on two tiny Chinese workers – one 
worker was labeled “reduce costs,” and the other “faster production time.”

On August 14 Mattel recalled more than nine million toys made in China citing 
possible problems with lead paint and magnets that could be swallowed. Just days 
earlier America’s largest toymaker had recalled 1.5 million toys from a different 
Chinese supplier because of lead paint.

Reports from CNN International and the BBC from Singapore and Hong Kong 
and English-language newspapers blamed U.S. manufacturers for demanding the 
lowest possible production costs, for design flaws, and for not having supervisors 
or inspectors on site. This was not reported by the media in the U.S. Some foreign 
journalists cited problems American consumers are having with repeated recalls 
of U.S. produced ground beef, spinach and other food products contaminated 
with e-coli, and suggested that this be put in perspective with the toy recalls.

Proactive public relations techniques are new to the Chinese, and they have 
not undertaken aggressive campaigns to tell their story globally on most subjects. 
“If you can see it, you’ll believe it” is old Chinese saying, and people need to 
understand that there are two sides to most stories.

Unlike most toymakers, Mattel actually owns and runs some of its own facto-
ries in China. This may be the reason just a month after the recalls why the toy 
giant met with, and apologized to, officials of the Chinese government. The apol-
ogy was made one week in advance of a trip to China by Mattel’s chief executive, 
Robert Eckert, to personally inspect new manufacturing safeguards.

The U.S. media buried well into the apology story Eckert’s statement that the 
recall of 17 million doll accessories and cars had nothing to do with manufac-
turing, but with Mattel’s design of magnets. Compounding the problem is the 
fact that political candidates are often very uninformed by young and inexperi-
enced staff. On the campaign trail in New Hampshire, Democratic presidential 
candidate Senator Barak Obama of Illinois said that since 80 percent of all toys 
were being imported from China, he would ban all toys made in China, and he 
specifically cited small magnets as hazards. Chinese officials acknowledged some 
problems but insisted media has hyped the issue. The writer of the story also did 
not do his homework.23

The toy industry is a multi-billion dollar business in China. To protect its inter-
ests, the government has closed some 800 manufacturers, and has 200,000 inspec-
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tors checking all kinds of plants and manufacturers, including pharmaceuticals 
and farming.24

Changing the Public’s Perception
Five major crises in the chemical industry prompted a five-year, $50 million 
advertising campaign to reverse the decline in public opinion of the industry. 
Polls showed that only Big Tobacco was held in lower regard. It even changed its 
name from the Chemical Manufacturers Association to the American Chemistry 
Council. Here are the tragic crises that changed the industry:

•  Hoffman-LaRoche, 1976, Seveso, Italy. An explosion at a Swiss-owned fac-
tory released a cloud of dioxin that killed pets and farm animals and poisoned 
nearby land. Although no people died, subsequent tests revealed the highest 
levels of dioxin ever found in humans.

•  Hooker Chemical and Plastics, 1978-80, Love Canal near Niagara Falls, 
N.Y. Almost 1,000 families were evacuated in 1980 when it was discovered 
their homes were built on a decades-old dumping ground for 20,000 tons of 
industrial waste. This led to the creation of EPA’s Superfund.

•  Peroleos Mexicanos (Pemex), 1984, San Juan Ixhuatepec, Mexico. Multiple 
explosions ripped through a storage facility resulting in an inferno that lev-
eled 20 blocks of a Mexico City suburb and killed at least 500 people. It was 
the worst industrial accident in Mexico, which has one of the highest chemi-
cal-accident rates in the world.

•  Union Carbide, 1984, Bhopal, India. A highly toxic compound used to make 
pesticides leaked and killed at least 3,000 people, and made another 75,000 
sick. The company blamed sabotage. The accident was a major factor in the 
development in the U.S. for emergency response plans for chemical facilities 
and community right-to-know laws.

•  Phillips Petroleum, 1989, Pasadena, Texas. Leaking gases at a refinery 
ignited, triggering a series of explosions that killed 23 people and injured 
more than 120. An investigation revealed that there was no backup system to 
protect against leaks. This led to new safety guidelines by the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration for petrochemical plants.

The chemical industry believes its efforts have worked. “Members of the 
American Chemistry Council are among the most safety-conscious companies in 
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the world,” says Phil Cogan, director of external relations for the Chemical Safety 
and Hazard Investigation Board, a federal agency whose members are appointed 
by the President of the U.S.

Others, however, see a wide gulf between industry rhetoric and reality. “The 
same old accidents occur time and time again,” says Irv Rosenthal, a member 
of the Chemical Safety Board. The Board also says the significance of chemical 
mishaps in the U.S. is not their size but frequency.

Environmental groups also have strong opinions. “Companies continue to take 
positions in state legislatures that undermine the regulatory process and deny 
the public’s right to know,” says Ross Vincent, chairman of the Sierra Club’s En-
vironmental Quality Strategy Team and a member of the American Chemistry 
Council’s Public Advisory Panel.

Federal law requires chemical companies to inform local communities what it 
is making and storing. “If they do commit to communications, they are inexperi-
enced at selecting the right people,” says Carol Forrest, an Illinois consultant who 
helps chemical companies. She recalls one company spokesperson who claims she 
didn’t really need to understand environmental regulations, and wouldn’t discuss 
accident prevention measures because that would confirm that accidents might 
occur. “This attitude is beyond stupid,” says Forrest.25

She Giveth and She Taketh Away $38 Million
Less than a year after Washington, D.C. businesswoman Catherine R. Reynolds 
gave $38 million to the Smithsonian Institution, she withdrew her gift. Reynolds’ 
donation was planned to create a 10,000-square-foot hall of individual achieve-
ment at the National Museum of American History. 

“Never in our wildest dreams did we anticipate that the notion of inspiring 
young people by telling the stories of prominent Americans from all disciplines 
would be so controversial,” she wrote Lawrence M. Small, Secretary of the Smith-
sonian. “Apparently the basic philosophy of the power of the individual to make a 
difference is the antithesis of many within the Smithsonian bureaucracy.”

Museum curators questioned whether her close involvement in the development 
of a museum presentation would put fund-raising ahead of scholarly integrity. 
They attacked the planned emphasis on famous individuals instead of focusing on 
demographic groups or ordinary Americans.

Reynolds’ vision was to feature the life stories of prominent Americans who 
were Nobel laureates, Medal of Honor recipients, self-made entrepreneurs and 
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civil rights leaders. The Smithsonian was concerned about any connection of the 
exhibit to the American Academy of Achievement, an organization run by her 
husband, Wayne Reynolds, that annually brings together dozens of superachiev-
ers with hundreds of high school students.26

Some Classic Blunders
Since 1994, Michael Fineman, president of Fineman PR in San Francisco, has 
been publishing his list of the top PR blunders of the year, all of which are in the 
crisis category. If a company didn’t get sufficient public exposure the first time 
around for its crisis, being on Fineman’s list, which is widely published, will insure 
it gets recognized time and again. In 2003, Time magazine ranked his list #2 of the 
10 best “10 Best Lists.”

Fineman publishes his annual PR Blunders List as a reminder of how critical 
public relations is to businesses and organizations. His selections are limited to 
Americans, American companies or incidents that happened in the U.S. Selec-
tions are limited to avoidable acts or omissions that cause adverse publicity; and 
image damage done to self, company, society, or others and was widely reported 
during the year. During his 20-year career, he has helped numerous clients with 
crises ranging from product recalls and food safety to labor disagreements and 
college campus safety. Following are some of his classics:

Got Beer? PETA’s milk mistake. (2000) Milk is up there with motherhood 
and apple pie, but the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals thought col-
lege students should be imbibing beer instead. PETA’s reasoning was that milk 
promotes cruelty to cows, and its campaign targeted college kids on the Internet 
and in brochures. It included a free keychain that doubled as a bottle opener. Not 
surprisingly, the campaign was deemed irresponsible. “Alcohol is the No. 1 drug 
problem for our youth,” Millie Webb, president of Mothers Against Drug Driving 
told USA Today. PETA’s phones and website were besieged by complaints, and 
the campaign, along with the group’s image, fell flat.

Rush to Judgment. Not all PR gaffes (2006) revolve around a racist theme 
– the ailing and disabled were popular, if ill-advised, targets as well. Rush Lim-
baugh stated that Michael J. Fox’s involuntary Parkinson’s-induced spasms on a 
commercial that endorsed stem cell research were “purely an act.” Predictably, 
this incredibly insensitive comment caused an avalanche of support for Fox, 
including, according to Time, “a woman whose 17-second video in support of 
Fox drew 200,000 views” on YouTube.com. What was the upshot for Limbaugh? 
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Not only did reaction against the statement help lose his beloved GOP a Mis-
souri Senate seat, but it could help lose them the entire U.S. Senate. And the 
stem cell initiative passed.

Pat Robertson’s Diplomacy. Televangelist Pat Robertson made the list in 2005 
for making un-Christian comments suggesting that the U.S. “take out” Hugo 
Chavez, president of oil-rich Venezuela, and again in 2006 for saying Israeli Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon’s severe stroke was his divine punishment for “dividing 
God’s land.”

Philip Morris Can’t Keep Bad Judgment “In Czech.” In 2002, The Wall Street 
Journal reported that a Philip Morris study, commissioned in the Czech Republic, 
found that smoking deaths saved the Czech government $147 million annually, or 
$1,227 per person in social welfare expenses such as health-care costs. The report 
characterized the savings as “positive effect” of cigarette consumption. Reaction 
was predictably negative, prompting full-page ads from anti-smoking groups, 
showing a cadaver’s foot with a toe tag that read “$1,227.” Philip Morris belatedly 
issued an apology and acknowledged its mistake, saying that no one benefits from 
smoking-related diseases, but the PR damage had already been done.

Grasso’s Big Compensation, Poor Communication. Richard Grasso’s $140 
million compensation package was a vestige of the bullish 1990s, but couldn’t 
stand up to the media scrutiny of the bearish 2000s. Grasso, chairman of the New 
York Stock Exchange, made several PR blunders after his package was disclosed 
in 2003. “Mr. Grasso badly misread the growing anger over his pay and the harm 
it has caused the exchange. He also erred in listening to high-profile supporters, 
including former Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who urged him to tough it out,” The 
Wall Street Journal observed. USA Today opined on Grasso’s mistakes of stone-
walling the press, while minimizing the payday fuss: “Instead of defusing what 
turned into a major crisis, Grasso and his communications team ended up making 
it worse. The handling of the scandal may end up in a PR textbook on how not to 
handle a crisis.” While Grasso lost in the court of public opinion, he went his own 
way and kept the $140 million.

How Fineman PR Helped the Odwalla Recall
An excellent example of the right way to handle a crisis in the first 48 hours is 
the way Fineman Associates PR dealt with Odwalla, Inc. On October 30, 1996, 
Odwalla, the largest fresh-juice brand in the western U.S. was notified by health 
officials in Seattle that its apple juice had been linked epidemiologically to an 
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outbreak of e-coli poisoning. Most of the cases involved children, several of whom 
had contracted the very serious Hemolytic Uremic Syndrome. Unfortunately, one 
child died, and after investigation, the U.S. Food & Drug Administration conclu-
sively linked the outbreak to Odwalla’s juices.

Odwalla immediately issued a voluntary recall of all apple juice-containing 
products. The following days the company recalled all products that had been 
processed on the same line as the apple juice products. The media gave the story 
top coverage from the start of the crisis.

According to Michael Fineman, the crisis created many perils for the public 
company, any one of which could have meant ruin. “In one day, the company’s 
stock value dropped by one-third, a $31 million loss,” he said. “It faced the rejec-
tion of its entire product line by both consumer and retailers. It faced lawsuits 
from consumers affected by the poisoning. It faced further losses of capital and 
value of its stock.

“It faced the prospect of having to pasteurize its products, which would cause 
it to lose its major taste differentiation from larger, conventional competitors. It 
faced the loss of brand equity and its corporate image as purveyor of health-giv-
ing, blessed-by-nature products. Worst of all,” he added, “it faced the terrible and 
demoralizing fact that its products were causing serious injury to consumers, for 
whom the company’s mission was to create health and pleasure.”

The strategy of the crisis communications program was planned as follows:

•  Efficient and effective communication of the recall of Odwalla customers;

•  Communication of the company’s humane concerns for those who were 
struck ill;

•  Maintenance of Odwalla’s previously excellent reputation with customers, 
consumer, business partners and the financial community by demonstrating 
responsible handling of the crisis;

•  Protection of the corporate image and brand equity of wholesome, flavorful, 
quality products;

•  Minimal speculation about the facts of the case and about the company’s 
long-range viability;

•  Preparation for various scenarios the crisis could pose in the near term, in-
cluding a decision to pasteurize Odwalla products.
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In consultation with The Evans Group in Seattle, Fineman Associates coun-
seled its client on the best actions to take and the best ways to communicate with 
its key audiences. Key elements of the resulting strategy were:

1.  Be an active “partner” with the FDA and other health officials in tracking 
down the cause and eliminating consumer risk;

2.  Regarding consumers affected by e-coli, be a responsible, concerned neigh-
bor rather than a legal adversary;

3.  Communicate new information candidly and regularly with the media in a 
timely manner, without speculating and assigning blame;

4.  Disclose information about safety procedures currently in place;

5.  Express willingness to change procedures to improve safety while maintain-
ing quality;

6.  Lead industry in discovering and implementing solutions;

7.  Consolidate and conduct all media communications from Odwalla headquar-
ters in Half Moon Bay, California, rather than at its plant near Fresno.

The agency expressed concerns and took responsibility for anyone harmed, par-
ticipated in teleconferences with the FDA and Washington State health officials, 
scheduled daily press briefings and sent out news releases instructing consum-
ers on the recall, return for refunds and e-coli poisoning symptoms,. The plant 
manager was given a short statement to advise the press, and was media-trained. 
B-roll video of the plant production process was satellite-fed nationally.

Client spokespersons were monitored and critiqued. A comprehensive contin-
gency public relations action plan was created for every possible combination of 
events that could occur in the future.

Market research conducted in November showed that 94 percent of consumers 
in affected areas had heard about the crisis. Of those, 97 percent felt that Odwalla 
had the right response. More than half reported that they felt more favorable 
toward Odwalla than they had prior to the crisis. The stock, which fell from $18 
per share to $9 at its lowest point, rebounded to $13 and began to climb. 

Daily news analysis showed that the media was unanimous in its early praise 
for Odwalla’s management of the situation; the company was positioned as being 
both caring and responsible; consumers were quoted saying they perceived the 
situation as an unfortunate tragedy for everyone, including Odwalla, as opposed 
to a catastrophe caused by the company; and the stories which followed reflected 
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the tone initially set forth in the strategic plan. Following the first 48 hours of the 
crisis, the extra personnel needed to implement the remainder of the plan were 
provided by Edelman Public Relations Worldwide.27

Summary Checklist
•  Review all case histories and relate to similarities with your company, orga-

nization or client.

•  In each case history there are basic principles that were or were not followed. 
Keep these in mind in reading and reviewing each.

•  Be careful if your crisis involves taking on a celebrity.

•  Use the case histories for group discussion and continued professional devel-
opment including ways crises could have been better handled or avoided.
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CHAPTER 6

YOU CAN FIGHT BACK AND WIN

If you are wrongfully attacked, fight back. If your image or reputation has 
been unfairly damaged, correct the story. Even worse, if sales and revenues are 
threatened or have been impacted, a quick turn around is critical. Sometimes 
you can be guilty by association and need to separate your company or orga-
nization from others. Be sure you pick your battles carefully and you have a 
well-planned campaign.

When a lawsuit is filed against the media it generally is for libel. Libel law places 
a heavy burden of proof on the plaintiff – the company that believes it has been 
wronged – which makes it difficult for the prosecutor. Also many jury awards are 
reduced or thrown out on appeal. 

The Associated Press defines libel as injury to reputation. Words, pictures 
or cartoons that expose a person to public hatred, shame, disgrace or ridicule, 
or induce an ill opinion of a person are libelous.1 The State of California has a 
more detailed definition: “Libel is a false and unprivileged publication by writing, 
printing, picture, effigy, or other fixed representation to the eye, which exposes 
any person to hatred, contempt, ridicule, or obloquy, or which causes him to be 
shunned or avoided, or which has a tendency to injure him in his occupation.”2

Black’s Law Dictionary defines libel in its most general sense as “any publica-
tion that is injurious to the reputation of another.” This can include defamation 
expressed by print, writing, pictures or signs. A number of cases are cited further 
elaborating on the definition of libel. States can define defamation of a private 
person so long as they do not impose liability without fault.3

The case of N.Y. Times v. Sullivan is cited because under the First Amendment, 
there can be no presumption of malice or bad faith consistent with freedom of the 
press if the plaintiff is a public figure. Malice must prove that the defendant published 
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material either knowing it to be false or recklessly without regard as to whether it is 
true or false. Prior to this decision in 1964, which went to the U.S. Supreme Court, 
media comment on the conduct of public officials or public figures was free from 
liability for libel only in certain limited circumstances, usually difficult to prove 
during a trial. Facts had to be substantially true. This shifted the responsibility to 
the plaintiff to prove actual malice and that the material was false.4

Ethics and Libel
The first line in the Code of Ethics of the Society of Professional Journalists is: 
“The Society of Professional Journalists believes the duty of journalists is to serve 
the truth.” Section III, Ethics, says: Journalists must be free of obligation to any 
interest other than the public’s right to know the truth.” And under Section IV, 
Accuracy and Objectivity, paragraph 1 is: “Truth is our ultimate goal,” and para-
graph 3, “There is no excuse for inaccuracies or lack of thoroughness.”

Pointing out that libel is injury to reputation, the Associated Press in Chap-
ter 2 of its Libel Manual writes, “There is only one complete and unconditional 
defense to a civil action for libel: that the facts stated are PROVABLY TRUE. 
(Note well that word, PROVABLY.) Quoting someone correctly is not enough. 
The important thing is to be able to satisfy a jury that the libelous statement is 
substantially correct.”5

When a reporter considers that the information in hand is probably true and 
not provably true there is a problem. This is what leads to litigation. A 52-page 
report by the Libel Defense Resource Center found that between July 1994 and 
June 1996 that on appeal, defendants were successful in reversing the verdicts in 
nearly half of the cases and also succeeding in having the awards reduced. The 
study showed that 12 of 25 appeals were reversed outright. It also confirmed that 
libel defendants were far more successful appealing cases involving public plain-
tiffs than in appeals involving private plaintiffs. This compared to 43 percent, or 
64 of 149 cases where liability was reversed from plaintiffs’ verdicts between 1984 
and 1986.6

However, companies and individuals have sued the media and won. While the 
size of punitive damage awards is increasing, the number of media cases going 
to trial is low. There were fewer trials in 1996 than the average per year in the 
1980s.7 General Motors took on NBC because it felt that the network’s Dateline 
NBC news magazine program used misinformation and rigged tests to show that 
a line of its pickup trucks were unsafe. In its filmed “tests,” NBC used explosives 
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to dramatize the supposed lack of safety of GM trucks.8

Supermarket chain Food Lion was awarded $5.5 million from Capital Cities-
ABC when a jury found the methods PrimeTime Live used to gather the story 
were the same as fraud, trespassing and breach of loyalty.9 The amount was sub-
sequently reduced to $315,000.10

A small Houston firm that sold mortgage-backed securities, MMAR Group, 
Inc., went out of business shortly after The Wall Street Journal depicted it as a 
freewheeling operation that overpriced its products and deceived the Louisiana 
pension fund, its top customer.11 A seven-person federal jury found that the Octo-
ber 21, 1993 story by reporter Laura Jereski libeled the firm and awarded a record 
$222.7 million in damages, nearly four times the next biggest libel award.12 Of this 
amount, $200,020,000 was for punitive damages.13

Nearly four years later, Houston Federal Judge Ewing Werlein, Jr. eliminated 
$200 million in punitive damages but let stand actual damages of $22.7 million 
against Dow Jones and $20,000 in punitive damages personally against writer 
Jereski. If affirmed by the courts this would be the largest ever allowed to stand. 
Floyd Abrams, an attorney who has represented major news organizations in First 
Amendment legal battles, said he was not surprised that the court reduced the 
amount. “Had this judgment remained in effect, it would have chilled all report-
ing by all newspapers,” he said.14

Former U.S. Senator Alan K. Simpson (R-Wyoming), who prides himself on 
having a reputation of being a fierce media critic, says: “America’s media elite 
have become lazy, complacent, sloppy, self-serving, self-aggrandizing, cynical and 
arrogant beyond measure. We live in a society in which journalistic ethics – com-
mitment to fairness, respect for privacy, even simple human compassion – all 
seem to take a seat way in the back of the bus.15

Simpson said in high school journalism he was taught about the five Ws – who, 
what, where, when and why. He says today “maybe we need to use the five Cs 
because the professional today is more interested in conflict, controversy and 
cleverness than it is in clarity.” He writes that the fifth C is for coiffure and how 
television newspeople must always have their hair carefully coiffed.

Sometimes an apology from the media with some financial settlement will be 
a victory for a company. Philip Morris sued ABC News for $10 million. It was 
settled with an apology and payment of $15 million for legal work. In its letter of 
apology, ABC continued to maintain that the “principal focus of the reports was 
whether cigarette companies use the reconstituted tobacco process to control the 
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levels of nicotine in cigarettes in order to keep people smoking.” The ABC state-
ment also noted that Philip Morris “categorically denies it does so.”16

Jane Kirtley, head of the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, told 
USA Today that the settlement “sends the message that corporate America can 
use a libel suit to discourage investigative reporting.” In contrast, Richard Fu-
ness, president of Manning, Selvage & Lee/Americas, said “the networks must 
look long and hard at this incident ... tabloid journalism has crept into TV ... the 
networks must be more careful in their quest for ratings.”17

In the 1980s, Alta Dena Dairy, a family-owned California dairy, was the 
country’s largest producer of certified raw milk. It was always under attack by 
bureaucrats to pasteurize all of its dairy products. After being talked out of su-
ing The Los Angeles Times, the dairy took on a county and state bureaucracy 
by mounting an aggressive, proactive marketing communications campaign and 
ended up getting favorable media support and rewinning its customers.

Food Lion - Not Libel But Investigative Methods
The issue between Food Lion and ABC was not over libel, but over the way Prime-
Time Live obtained the story that it aired November 5, 1992. The accuracy of the 
story was not an issue in the litigation. The report, narrated by Diane Sawyer, 
accused the supermarket chain of selling rat-gnawed cheese, expired meat and 
old ham and fish washed in bleach to stop the smell. Food Lion asked for $52.5 
million to $1.9 billion in punitive damages. The jury deliberated six days before 
agreeing on $5.5 million to the company and $47,750 to its employees. The jury 
foreman said: “The media has a right to bring the news, but they have to watch 
what they do.”18

PrimeTime Live producers Lynn Dale and Susan Barnett got jobs as food han-
dlers and infiltrated several stores to expose alleged wrongdoings by using tiny 
cameras and microphones hidden in their clothes and wigs. The show interviewed 
seven current and former Food Lion employees who talked about unsanitary han-
dling practices. The company said the story was deceptive and the broadcast was 
staged and misleadingly edited.19

The court reduced the award to $315,000 and refused Food Lion’s request that 
ABC pays its legal fees. ABC attorney Nat Lewin said large penalties should not 
be imposed on the media for being deceptive to get a story unless it results in 
bodily harm. “Making false representations in order to get into position to see, 
report or photograph what has been concealed has been an integral part of inves-
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tigative journalism for centuries,” Lewin said.20 Attorneys for the supermarket 
chain argued that what ABC wanted was “tantamount to a license to cheat, lie 
and trespass with blanket protection of the U.S. Constitution.”21

First Amendment attorneys, professional associations representing media 
interests and television executives expressed concern over the decision. Roone 
Arledge, president of ABC News, noted that the punitive damages were 4,000 
times the amount of compensatory damages. “If large corporations were allowed 
to stop hard-hitting investigative journalism, the American people would be the 
losers,” he said.22 Andrew Heyward, president of CBS News, said “There is a 
public disenchantment to a degree with exploitative journalism and some of the 
backlash has spilled onto legitimate investigative reports.”23

Speaking to a group at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C., ABC’s 
Sam Donaldson said he was still using hidden cameras for a story. He added that 
ABC lost the case because the jury found the network trespassed when its em-
ployees lied to get Food Lion jobs.24

Public Figures Are Especially Vulnerable
A March 2, 1976 story in the National Enquirer brought action from Carol Bur-
nett. The publication wrote: “In a Washington restaurant, a boisterous Carol 
Burnett had a loud argument with another diner, Henry Kissinger. Then she 
traipsed around the place offering everyone a bite of her dessert. But Carol really 
raised eyebrows when she accidentally knocked a glass of wine over one diner and 
starting giggling instead of apologizing. The guy wasn’t amused and ‘accidentally’ 
spilled a glass of water over Carol’s dress.”25

Burnett’s attorneys demanded a correction or retraction. On April 6, the news-
paper published this: “An item in this column on March 2 erroneously reported 
that Carol Burnett had an argument with Henry Kissinger at a Washington res-
taurant and became boisterous, disturbing other guests. We understand these 
events did not occur and we are sorry for any embarrassment our report may have 
caused Miss Burnett.”

On April 8 she filed suit. What came out in the trial was that Burnett, her televi-
sion producer husband Joe Hamilton and three friends were dining in Washington 
where she was invited to perform at the White House. During dinner she had two 
or three glasses of wine but was not inebriated. She talked with a young couple at 
a table next to hers. When curiosity was expressed about her dessert, apparently 
a chocolate soufflé, she gave the couple small amounts of it on plates they had 
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passed to her table. A family behind her table offered to exchange some of their 
baked Alaska for a portion of the soufflé, and they as well were accommodated. 

When she and her party were leaving, a friend introduced her to Henry Kiss-
inger. After a brief conversation, they left the restaurant. There was no “row” or 
argument. The conversation was not loud or boisterous. Burnett never “traipsed 
around the place offering everyone a bite of her dessert,” nor was any wine or 
water spilled and no “giggling instead of apologizing.”

In 1981 a jury awarded Burnett $1.6 million with $300,000 in compensatory 
damages and $1.3 million in punitive damages. The judge reduced the judgment 
to $50,000 compensatory and $750,000 punitive for a total of $800,000. An ap-
peals court reduced the punitive damages for the National Enquirer to $150,000 
for a total settlement of $200,000. The court held that $750,000 was not justified 
since it constituted approximately 35 percent of Burnette’s net worth and nearly 
50 percent of her net income for the period under consideration. With regard to 
compensatory damages, the court held that the item at issue was libelous on its 
face, concluding its message carried the implication that Miss Burnett’s actions 
were the result of some objectionable state of inebriation. As a result she was 
required to show the court only those general damages arising from her loss of 
reputation, shame, mortification and injured feelings.26

Tiger’s Wife Hits Winning Stroke
Elin Nordegren Woods, wife of golfing great Tiger Woods, was awarded $183,250 
and an apology from The Dubliner, an Irish magazine that published an abusive 
article and a faked nude photo of her.

The article appeared in the magazine’s September 2006 issue and angered Ti-
ger on the first day of Ryder Cup competition in Ireland, which the U.S. lost to 
Europe. Trevor White, publisher of The Dubliner conceded that the article was 
“cheap, tasteless, deliberately offensive and was also completely untrue.” He also 
said the photograph was not of Ms. Woods.

The publication’s headline described her as “Ryder Cup filth” and claimed she 
“can be found in a variety of sweaty poses on porn sites across the Web.” The 
article also insulted the wives of golfers Chad Campbell, David Toms and Jim 
Furyk, who did not sue. 

Ms. Woods, who was a former swimsuit model, said the money would be do-
nated to cancer-support charities in memory of Heather Clarke, the late wife of 
British golfer Darren Clarke.27
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Know When and When Not To Fight Back
McDonald’s should have thought twice before spending $16.4 million to win 
$98,198 in damages against two British vegetarian activists in the longest court 
battle in the United Kingdom.28 The 314-day trial in 1994 had 28 pretrial hearings, 
130 witnesses, 40,000 pages of documents and an 800-page ruling from Justice 
Roger Bell. Former mailman Dave Morris and bar worker Helen Steel had called 
McDonald’s “a multinational corporate menace that abused animals, workers 
and the environment, and promoted an unhealthy diet.” The activists claimed 
victory because they brought to public and media attention the company’s busi-
ness practices. Justice Bell said McDonald’s was “culpably responsible for animal 
cruelty and ran ad campaigns that exploit impressionable children.”29

Morris and Steel distributed pamphlets in the late 1980s entitled “What’s 
wrong with McDonald’s? Everything they don’t want you to know.” Paul Pres-
ton, McDonald’s top executive in the U.K., said he was “broadly satisfied,” but 
puzzled by the judge’s comments on animal cruelty. “My responsibility is to 
protect our reputation and that’s exactly what we’ve done.”30 The court found 
that some of the charges, such as “mistreatment of chickens,” was true, but that 
the company does not destroy rain forests, poison its customers nor discrimi-
nate against employees.31

In an editorial, The Washington Post wrote: “If slanging McDonald’s in print 
were grounds for an action of libel in this country, we can think of whole aca-
demic disciplines that would be forced to shut up shop, not to mention nutrition-
ists and those folks who keep describing all your favorite foods as containing 
‘the equivalent of six Big Macs’ in calories or fat.” The editorial noted a great 
difference between American free-speech guarantees and the kind of con-
straints inherent in British libel law in which corporations can sue individuals 
for defamation. Believing a statement to be true is no defense against libel if a 
judge rules it was false.32

The New York Times wrote: “McLibel a nadir in McDonald’s PR history” and 
a “Pyrrhic victory.”33 “The PR equivalent of food poisoning,” was what USA To-
day wrote.34 “The family-friendly multinational that squashes free speech,” was 
how Newsweek described the trial.35

McDonald’s was particularly castigated by the media in the U.K. The Financial 
Times accused the company of failing to understand British culture. “McDonald’s 
is guilty of completely misunderstanding one time-honoured British tradition – an 
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acceptance of harmless eccentrics. Steel and Morris, with their oddball ideas, are 
much more a part of Britain than McDonald’s. Their successors will still be rant-
ing and raving on Britain’s high streets long after the last McDonald’s Golden 
Arch has been dismantled.”36

Following the trial, the activists immediately began mass distribution of the 
same leaflets but in even greater numbers. While thousands of publications are 
being distributed around Britain, the information also has been placed on the 
Internet.37

Taking On the Columbia Journalism Review
The Columbia Journalism Review says it is recognized throughout the world as 
“America’s premiere media monitor – a watchdog of the press in all its forms, from 
newspapers and magazines to radio, television, and cable to the wire services and 
the Web.” The magazine was founded in 1961 under the auspices of Columbia 
University’s Graduate School of Journalism.38

This distinguished publication has set exceptionally high standards for itself. 
For years, my image of the CJR and Columbia’s Journalism School was the 
epitome of ethics and integrity in journalism. That is why I expected the ultimate 
in cooperation from its editors when I contacted them in 2003 to correct two 
extremely damaging articles it published in 1998.

In 1986 when he was only 27 years old, Jeffrey Prosser launched his company 
when he bought the Virgin Islands Telephone Company (Vitelco) from ITT for 
$86.5 million. A young Certified Public Accountant from Omaha, Nebraska, he 
was looked on as an outsider by many in the Virgin Islands. Prosser built Vitelco 
into Innovative Communication Corporation, a provider of local, long distance 
and cellular telephone, Internet access, cable television and television with offices 
in the U.S. and British Virgin Islands, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Saint-Martin, 
Sint-Maarten, France and Belize. 

When he bought the Virgin Island Daily News from Gannett Company, Inc. in 
1997, Prosser incurred the wrath of several journalists which led to not one, but 
two damaging articles in CJR. In the January/February 1998 article headlined 
“Gannett’s Sellout in Paradise,” writer Mark Hunter refers to Jeffrey Prosser as 
“… a world-class phone-sex operator” and a captioned photograph read: “Jeffrey 
Prosser … makes much of his money from a phone-sex business.”39 CJR took 
another swipe at him and his companies with a defaming story in its May/June 
1998 edition.40
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Prosser’s advisors talked him out of taking libel action against CJR or to even 
ask the publication to correct a number of errors. So, the story and the “phone-
sex” label proliferated. Less than two years later, The Wall Street Journal did 
a page one story about him and the “phone-sex” label was in a bold face sub-
headline.41 Again, his lawyers and public relations advisors talked him out of any 
recourse. While not mentioned with a byline or as a contributor, one of the CJR 
authors now was an editor with The Wall Street Journal.

In January 2003, I came out of retirement to be vice president of public rela-
tions for Prosser’s Innovative Communication Corporation and one of my first 
tasks was to correct the “phone sex” allegations. 

Errors, Misinformation and Accusations 
Proliferate with the Internet
During the time of the publication of the three articles and my joining Innovative, 
the Internet virtually exploded with growth. There were numerous references to 
Jeffrey Prosser as a “world-class phone-sex operator” and other damaging misin-
formation on a number of websites complete with archives and search engines.

As I was developing an aggressive public relations campaign to build a positive 
image of Prosser and Innovative, almost monthly I had to explain the accusations 
made against him. 

In early May 2003 I placed a telephone call to Michael Hoyt, CJR’s executive 
editor. I e-mailed him on May 29 when he hadn’t returned my call. With no re-
sponse by early July, I had the late Robert J. Stone, a long time friend and senior 
executive with The Dilenschneider Group, New York, our public relations agency, 
call Hoyt. 

I then took one of my single most important actions and retained John J. Walsh, 
senior counsel of the New York law firm of Carter Ledyard & Milburn LLP. Walsh 
has a most impressive record in libel and defamation cases and is considered one 
of the country’s most prominent First Amendment attorneys. His first project was 
to do extensive investigative research into the articles, taking them apart not only 
paragraph by paragraph, but word by word. His 10-page “white paper” of Novem-
ber 11, 2003, refuted all of the most damaging accusations made by the reporters. 
From the day Walsh signed off on his “white paper,” I excerpted references on a 
regular basis with all public and media contacts. 

I continued trying to arrange a meeting with CJR’s Hoyt. I wrote him a 
three-page letter on July 21 following up on Stone’s conversation with him and 
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expressed my appreciation for his willingness to consider a new story about The 
Virgin Islands Daily News under Prosser’s ownership. A July 28 letter followed 
with a story about awards won by the newspaper. I expressed disappointment to 
Hoyt in an August 18 letter that he had not responded to my recent letters, phone 
calls and e-mails.

After March 24, 2004, I became more aggressive in trying to arrange a meeting 
with Hoyt and CJR. After being invited by the Prime Minister of Belize to buy 
the national telephone company, Prosser and the government announced what 
was the biggest business transaction in the country’s history. Within hours Be-
lize talk show hosts were fielding questions about “Who is this Yankee Doodle 
phone-sex operator who is buying our telephone company?” Responsible jour-
nalists listened to me. I excerpted appropriate pages from Walsh’s “white paper” 
to fax to them with his biography.

Once I had things under control in Belize, I talked with Hoyt on April 5, 2004 
and sent attachments of the many awards won by the newspaper during Prosser’s 
ownership. Included were profiles of the editors and the members of Innovative’s 
board of directors. I suggested a meeting with the executive editor as well as a 
prominent board member, Richard N. Goodwin, author, Oscar-winner and for-
mer advisor to President John F. Kennedy, and his wife, author and presidential 
historian Doris Kearns Goodwin.

This was followed by an April 14 letter and April 19 e-mail suggesting dates 
for meetings. With time running short when several of us would be in New York, 
I called Hoyt again but this time was directed to a member of his editorial staff, 
Brent Cunningham. He said he was completely familiar with all of my correspon-
dence and documented material and curtly responded: “I see no reason whatso-
ever for any meeting, much less to even consider doing a story.”

Refuting the CJR’s Accusations
During a May 4 telephone conversation, Hoyt asked me to again detail everything 
in writing for him which I did in a May 27 letter.

Here is how I responded to any reference to Jeffrey Prosser as a phone-sex op-
erator: “Describing Mr. Prosser as “world class phone-sex operator” at best can 
be called a major misunderstanding of a segment of the business of virtually every 
domestic and international telephone carrier worldwide – so-called ‘audiotext’ 
traffic, which included ‘adult’ content provided to individuals using telephone 
service as the medium. Guyana Telephone & Telegraph (GT&T), which provided 
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local and long distance service in and out of the former British colony, was just 
one small participant.

“By the time CJR’s January/February 1998 article was published, not only was 
it clear that Mr. Prosser would no longer be associated with GT&T and its revenue 
sources, but any attempt by CJR’s reporters and editors to understand the world-
wide telephone industry’s carriage of adult-content audiotext traffic would have 
reveled that Mr. Prosser was not a ‘phone-sex operator’ as that term, if it has any 
communicative value, is appropriate only to describe the adult content providers, 
not the carriers, whose wires or satellite transmission facilities move that content 
electronically from point to point.

“I hope that the relevance of all this to CJR’s classification of Jeffrey Prosser 
as a “world-class phone-sex operator” is apparent. The term is both incorrect and 
extremely damaging. In recent years, both Mr. Prosser and Innovative Communi-
cation have spent an inordinate amount of time answering questions prompted by 
the retrieval of that term from CJR’s electronic archive in diligence searches and 
clarifying GT&T’s role as a carrier only.

“Internet searches by companies or governments with which Innovative seeks 
to do business invariably turn up these ‘phone-sex’ mischaracterizations. The two 
words convey to readers that Mr. Prosser is engaged in an unworthy, sleazy busi-
ness and therefore, must be an unworthy, sleazy man.”

“The same then could be said of the officers and owners of virtually every 
communications, media, and cable company in the United States and the rest of 
the world. Mr. Hunter’s story makes no effort to explain the difference between 
the businesses of content carriers, such as telephone companies (like GT&T), 
cable companies, Internet service providers and Internet portals, and the con-
tent provided by others they are required and paid to carry. In similar fashion, 
cable service operators are carriers of adult programming (defined by the U. S. 
Supreme Court as protected speech because it is not pornography and thus must 
be made available to adults).

“Mr. Hunter’s article suggests that Mr. Prosser’s early success in business and 
the foundation of his wealth have been built on his participation in a disreputable 
business – phone sex. Yet AT&T, MCI, Verizon, Bell South, Qwest and the other 
long distance carriers in the U.S. and the world and all the local or regional tele-
phone carriers in the U.S. do the same business in the same way. All the major 
cable operators – Cox, Comcast, Adelphia, Liberty and News Corp., and Internet 
service providers and portals including AOL/Time Warner, Google and Yahoo 
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all provide their customers with access to the same type of content, and derive 
revenue from it as did GT&T. The same is true of the operators of Hilton, Mar-
riott, Sheraton and most, if not all of the world’s leading hotels and resorts.

“Moreover, under the applicable regulations, GT&T could not have refused to 
provide carriage any more than other carriers such as AT&T could. There was a 
long distance carrier such as AT&T or MCI on every one of these calls.

“Publicly held companies are required to break out certain categories of rev-
enues if they exceed a certain percent of total gross revenues. This is what GT&T 
did in disclosing its audiotext revenue. Major U.S.-based telecoms do not break-
out audiotext income because, while the total audiotext revenues most likely are 
considerably greater than the total revenues of GT&T, they did not represent a 
significant percent of overall revenues. For example the audiotext revenues of 
Verizon in the Dominican Republic alone were much greater than total revenues 
of GT&T in Guyana. The same is true for audiotext income of Cable & Wireless 
when it was in Hong Kong. Neither had to show specific dollar figures for audio-
text income.

“We believe this should have been explained to your readers. If CJR labels Mr. 
Prosser as a “phone-sex” operator, you would have to do so with Rupert Murdoch, 
Michael Eisner and presidents and CEOs of scores of other companies.

“The question remains: What should be done about it?

The Validity of the CJR Sources
My letter challenged the sources used by Hunter and Richter. “We believe that 
both of your reporters were misled by biased and vocal enemies in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands community with clear motivations to injure Mr. Prosser by damaging his 
reputation. We strongly suspect that these adversaries were instrumental in per-
suading CJR and/or Mr. Hunter to criticize Gannett’s decision to sell to Prosser 
– a decision which would look like even more of a “sell out” if the new owner 
could be portrayed as a sleazy “phone-sex operator.” 

“His winning bid for the Virgin Islands Telephone Company frustrated the 
plans of clients of a prominent Virgin Islands law firm who may have wanted 
to acquire Vitelco. By 1997-98, the law firm was representing Prosser’s former 
partner, Cornelius Prior, who had retained GT&T and its audiotext revenue in his 
portfolio, in fruitless claims charging securities law violations.

“Another adversary, Virgin Islands attorney Lee Rohn, has sued Prosser or 
his businesses more than 20 times in the last five years, mostly to no effect. Her 
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pedigree as a lawyer is marked by one disciplinary action after another. She is 
presently facing a criminal prosecution for drug trafficking after trying to board 
a plane with a concealed and undeclared quantity of marijuana (Government v. 
Rohn, Territorial Court Criminal No. 113/2003 St. Croix Division). She has been 
criticized by the Virgin Islands Attorney General and courts for violations of 
ethical rules.

“On May 28, 2003, The St. Thomas Source and The St. Croix Source, issued 
a correction of an article written by David S. North that accused an Innovative 
company of making payments to Kenneth Mapp while he was lieutenant gover-
nor in the Roy Schneider (former governor) administration. In its correction, The 
Source wrote: “… the article should have attributed the statement to Attorney 
Lee Rohn, who has taken sworn depositions from the three witnesses. However, 
none of the witnesses testified or told attorney Rohn that Kenneth Mapp was 
paid by ICC or any of its subsidiaries while employed as lieutenant governor of 
the Virgin Islands.

“We believe that these adversaries are the principle, and probably the exclusive, 
source for the unfounded tales and implications about Mr. Prosser and his com-
panies. ‘Consider the source’ is an aphorism that could have originated in journal-
ism. Whether it did or not, I suggest that the motivations of Mr. Prosser’s Virgin 
Islands critics fall under its principle, a principle applied every day in newsrooms 
around the world.”

Refuting the Writers and CJR Again
Both Messrs. Hunter and Richter would lead their readers to believe that the 
only reason Prosser bought The Daily News was to cease constant negative at-
tacks on him.

My letter continued: “In no way has Mr. Prosser or anyone in management ever 
suggested much less tried to influence what has been reported on the news side. 
Mr. Richter quoted the former editor, Mike Middlesworth as follows: ‘If you buy 
a newspaper you’re entitled to have it reflect your view.’ Any views of Mr. Prosser 
have only been on the editorial page.

“… The expressed fear in 1998 that the independence of The Daily News would 
be co-opted by Mr. Prosser or his business interests clearly has not been realized. 
The paper has remained a vigorous, independent voice reporting on matters of 
public concern to the people of the Virgin Islands …. In fact, [it] has flourished 
under the ownership of Jeffrey J. Prosser.”
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The paper has won numerous awards for reporting and public service and has 
become the most honored small circulation newspaper in the U.S.

Still No Response
The detailed letter to Hoyt drew no response. E-mails and letters continued in 
July and August of 2004 and still Hoyt would not meet. The frustration with CJR 
was discussed with Tower Kountze, a government affairs special at Blackwell 
Sanders Peper Martin, a law firm working for Innovative. Kountze offered to call 
contacts he had at Columbia University to see if they would intervene and make 
a meeting happen.

The university officials did not want to have it appear that they were getting in-
volved in editorial policy with CJR and declined to help.  On December 27, 2005 
Kountze wrote Hoyt and noted how long a meeting had been sought to resolve 
issues surrounding the two stories. One paragraph was: “Respectfully, we ask that 
you or your superiors from Columbia Journalism Review or Columbia University 
meet with Mr. Henry. When his letter also went ignored, Kountze wrote Hoyt 
again on January 20, 2006 and expressed his own frustration. Included with his 
letter was a complete package of all letters and e-mails sent to Hoyt. The response, 
nearly seven weeks later, and some three years after Rene Henry’s first contact 
with Hoyt, came from Howard A. Jacobson, deputy general counsel for Columbia 
University, who asked that all future communications be directed to him. 

This letter was answered by Steven M. Kupka, a partner in the Blackwell Sand-
ers firm, telling Jacobson that the only reason for the correspondence was to fa-
cilitate a meeting with CJR.

Enter John Walsh
At this point, I again involved John Walsh who wrote Jacobson on March 24, 
2006. Some key points made in the letter by Walsh include:

“Thinking that the negative effects of being falsely characterized in an academ-
ic publication written for the journalism profession would be transitory and brief, 
Mr. Prosser did not reckon with the future capacity of the CJR article, fueled by 
the explosive growth of electronic archives and Internet search engines, to place 
this mistake, highly pejorative characterization continuously before research-
ers seeking information about him or his business operations. Because of that 
understandable inability to foresee this effect of the new Information Age, no 
demand for a retraction or correction was made and no lawsuit filed. As a result, 
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the mischaracterization of Mr. Prosser has been kept as fresh as if it had been 
published last week, playing into the hands of competitors and adversaries who 
misuse it to their advantage, and badly misinforming the merely diligent seeking 
business information.

“ … the remedy for a person in Mr. Prosser’s position is not likely to be found 
in litigation. We recognize the effect of the short statutes of limitations provided 
in defamation law. We believe, however that there is a remedy for this situation, 
one long recognized in journalism, and that is the appropriateness (some might 
say obligation) of correcting errors made in reporting to the public, regardless 
of whether the error occurred days or years before. This remedy is particularly 
appropriate when the error can be shown to have severely damaging effects on a 
person or his business years after the initial publication.

“We believe that the serious consequences of uncorrected and constantly 
republished damaging error exemplified by Mr. Prosser’s case are an emerging 
and emergent problem of the electronic Information Age which should engage 
the serious attention of those responsible for editing CJR, arguably journalism’s 
most distinguished publication. In fact, we have hoped and continued to hope 
that Columbia University, headed by President Lee Bollinger, a well known and 
highly respected First Amendment scholar and writer, could, through its School 
of Journalism and possibly its Law School, play a leading role in considering the 
societal issues Mr. Prosser’s situation presents and working with us to propose a 
solution or solutions. In fact, I would go so far as to hope that President Bollinger, 
as a First Amendment scholar and legal theorist, could be induced to contribute 
constructive thinking to the issue of how our society should deal with this prob-
lem of persistent, damaging republication of error.”

Walsh proposed a meeting between all parties involved and asked that Bol-
linger be made aware of all issues.

A Suggested Resolution
Jacobson replied April 10 to Walsh saying CJR “is willing to consider” attaching 
a letter to the editor up to 750 words on the CJR website where the two articles 
appear and to include a brief statement in front of the two articles referring to the 
letter to the editor, and that CJR would reserve the right to edit any such letter.

In the first sentence of his April 24 reply, Walsh expressed “extreme disap-
pointment” since “it implicitly indicates that there will be no meeting with CJR 
senior management or university level representatives, the question your letter 
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presents is why an academic institution devoted to the maintenance of the highest 
principles of journalism would decline or meet with persons who desire to present 
facts which will demonstrate the incorrectness, unfairness and damaging aspects 
of the two articles in question, and also consider the development of an appropri-
ate remedy to mitigate the harm that has been done already by the articles and 
eliminate or limit future injury.

“Mr. Henry has been working as a professional in the field of public relations 
for corporate, academic and governmental institutions for more than 50 years and 
tells me that in that span of time he has never been refused a meeting by any jour-
nalism organization to discuss facts in the context of a claim of serious error.”

Walsh then outlined his points regarding the suggested letter to the editor and 
its length and content including there will be no rejoinder or commentary on the 
letter by CJR, and that if print copies of the magazine are in any libraries that the 
letter be inserted in the editions and their presence noted on the contents page by 
a sticker. He also again reiterated the importance of a meeting and the involve-
ment of Lee Bollinger. 

The Rebuttal Letter
The proposed letter was sent to Columbia on June 5 and acknowledged by Ja-
cobson on June 15. I decided that a third party should sign the letter, not Jeffrey 
Prosser, nor I as head of public relations. The signer was Sir Ronald Sanders, a 
member of the Innovative board of directors, a long time friend of Prosser and an 
internationally renowned diplomat, journalist, author, and speaker. 

In the first draft, the university and CJR took out any references that this was the 
first time in 50 years any media refused to meet with Rene Henry, that meetings 
had been requested time and again over a three-year period, and even wanted to 
delete the “Sir” title bestowed on Sanders by Queen Elizabeth. Correspondence 
exchanged in July and August and it was not until September 5 that Jacobson said 
Columbia approved the final version. It was several weeks later before the letter 
was posted on CJR’s website. Following is the letter:

Letter to the editor

UNFAIR ARTICLES

I began my career as a broadcast journalist with the BBC and worked as a 

broadcaster in several countries of the Caribbean before becoming a diplomat 

and then a business executive. I was president of the Caribbean Broadcasting 
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Union and served on the first board of directors of the Caribbean News Agency, 

which is widely regarded as an independent and objective news organization. I 

have served on the executive board of UNESCO and held senior ambassadorial 

appointments in London and with the World Trade Organization. I am a mem-

ber of the board of directors of Innovative Communication Corporation (ICC), 

which is owned by Jeffrey J. Prosser, a man I have known for over fifteen years. 

I am surprised that, twice in six months, the Columbia Journalism Review 

published extremely damaging, incorrect, defamatory articles about Mr. Prosser 

and ICC. The two articles are in the January/February and May/June 1998 is-

sues. 

To label Mr. Prosser a “world class phone-sex operator” in the first article was 

entirely wrong. Neither Mr. Prosser nor ICC has ever operated phone-sex com-

panies. The description, “phone sex operator,” if it has any communicative value, 

is appropriate only to describe the adult content provider and not the carriers 

who transmit the content from point to point. No telephone company — not even 

ones that have very deep pockets and operate internationally — can dictate the 

content of messages sent over its system. The Guyana Telephone & Telegraph 

Company, of which Mr. Prosser was a shareholder and chairman, operated no 

differently than any other telephone company when “phone sex” material was 

carried over its system. AT&T, Bell South, Verizon, Sprint, Cingular — all carry 

telephone messages by voice and data that originate with subscribers, some of 

whose business is “phone sex,” and just as these telephone companies and their 

shareholders are not phone sex operators, neither was Mr. Prosser.

When the defamatory articles were published in 1998, the Internet was in its 

infancy. No one had any idea that business competitors could use this medium 

indefinitely against Mr. Prosser and ICC. Adversaries have hired firms to repeat-

edly access the CJR articles so whenever anyone searches for information about 

Mr. Prosser and his company, the “phone sex” reference is always at or near the 

top of the list. 

These articles completely overshadow the positive and constructive contribu-

tion that Mr. Prosser and ICC have made to economic and social development 

in several countries through the operations of state-of-the-art telecommunica-

tions services. 

The articles also lead readers to believe that Mr. Prosser bought the Virgin 

Islands Daily News from Gannett to silence his critics and suggested he would 

ruin the newspaper. In fact, under his ownership, this newspaper has won the 
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prestigious Silver Gavel from the American Bar Association and numerous 

awards and honors from organizations including the Associated Press Managing 

Editors, American Society of Newspaper Editors, and the Society of Profession-

al Journalists. Mr. Prosser is scrupulous in his non-interference in the paper’s 

editorial policy and operations. 

I write a weekly commentary that is syndicated on Internet news Web sites 

and in newspapers across the Caribbean, including The Daily News. Neither Mr. 

Prosser nor the editor of The Daily News has ever attempted to direct or restrict 

my writings. The Prosser-owned Daily News keeps the people of the Virgin Is-

lands fully informed about events in their territory, the U.S. mainland, neighbor-

ing countries, and the wider world. In doing so, very high journalistic standards 

of accuracy and objectivity are applied. 

It is well known that Mr. Prosser and his wife are actively involved in their 

local communities, are generous benefactors, and created the Prosser-ICC Foun-

dation, which gives more than $1 million a year to local organizations in the 

Virgin Islands. These are facts that are easily established and that CJR, in the 

interest of its own reputation, should disclose to its readers who, at any time, can 

read the existing articles on its Web site that damage Mr. Prosser. 

Sir Ronald Michael Sanders, KCMG

London

Dangers of the Electronic Age
Regardless how hard you try, the Internet will further exacerbate any crisis. On 
January 25 in a page one story, Roll Call, which bills itself as “The Newspaper of 
Capitol Hill,” had a headline: “Blunt’s good friends are in the phone sex indus-
try.” Prosser had made a political contribution to Rep. Roy Blunt (R-Missouri) 
who was a frontrunner to replace Tom DeLay as House Majority Leader. The 
story reported: “Jeffrey Prosser, dubbed by the Columbia Journalism Review in 
a 1998 story ‘a world-class phone-sex operator,’ gave $5,000 to Blunt’s Rely On 
Your Beliefs fund in 2005. …”

When political campaigns geared up in September and October before the 
November 2006 elections, anyone to whom Jeffrey Prosser had donated was tar-
geted for a smear campaign. News releases were widely distributed in a number of 
states, the false information posted on web sites and blogs, and hours and hours of 
time were spent seeking corrections, few of which were forthcoming. 

Reporters from several major newspapers in states where candidates had been 
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falsely accused because of the CJR articles, incorrectly assumed that because it 
was written by the Columbia Journalism Review it had to be correct. 

You can fight back and win!

Summary Checklist
•  When wronged, fight back.

•  Don’t delay taking action. For maximum leverage, take advantage of libel and 
defamation laws whenever possible.

•  If the media values its ethics and integrity, there should not be a time limit on 
righting a wrong.

•  Remember in the State of Washington, the state’s Supreme Court has ruled it 
is all right for a politician and candidate running for election to lie.

•  Get the most professional and experienced help possible. No price can be 
placed on the value of image or reputation.

•  Document all contact with the media – e-mails, faxes, letters and phone calls 
placed and received.

•  Be persistent and use all sources to open lines of communication. Don’t be 
stonewalled by media.

•  Litigation is not always the answer. Review the case histories of the Texas 
Cattleman v. Oprah and McDonald’s v. British Veggies.

•  High profile individuals are always potential targets for misinformation and 
false accusations.
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CHAPTER 7

DO THE RIGHT THING - 
TAKE RESPONSIBILITY 
AND WIN PUBLIC SUPPORT

You never want to experience a crisis, especially on a holiday weekend. But this 
is what happened when on New Year’s weekend 1988, when Ashland, Inc. had its 
first major oil pollution accident in its 64-year history.

Saturday afternoon, January 2, at its facility 15 miles southeast of Pittsburgh, 
a storage tank collapsed releasing a 30-foot tidal wave of four million gallons of 
diesel fuel. Approximately 700,000 gallons of fuel spilled into the Monongahela 
River and threatened the drinking water of communities in Pennsylvania, Ohio 
and West Virginia.

What followed was a textbook procedure for handling crises. Ashland did the 
right thing and set an example for other companies. CEO and chairman John 
R. Hall put concern for the public above legal considerations and won support 
from the public, the media, employees, stockholders, environmentalists, and 
even regulatory agencies. Before the week ended, he sent a $210,000 check to 
Allegheny County. 

Saturday, January 2, 1988 - Day 1 
5:02 p.m. - While being filled, a storage tank collapsed at Ashland’s terminal in 
West Elizabeth, Pennsylvania. Nearly four million gallons of fuel burst from the 
ruptured tank, slammed into another tank releasing 20,000 gallons more of gaso-
line, surged over containment dikes, and onto adjacent properties. The terminal’s 
dike was large enough to hold the entire contents, but ruptured so suddenly that 
it sent a wave of oil over the embankment. It was later discovered that the oil had 
found its way to a storm drain, located on adjacent property, that emptied into the 
Monongahela River.1
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5:21 p.m. - Ashland officials notified all emergency response organizations.
5:30 p.m. - Pittsburgh Public Safety Director Glenn Cannon began calling out 

emergency personnel and city Public Works Department.
8:30 p.m. - A county Specialized Intervention Team found additional leakage 

and diesel fuel in storm sewers.
9:00 p.m. - Five-inch hoses inflated with air were stretched across the Monon-

gahela downstream from the spill to a lock eight miles downstream.
10:00-11:00 p.m. - The Special Intervention Team found damage to another 

storage tank and to pipes connected to a tank filled with gasoline. Ashland began 
to empty gasoline from that tank into a barge.2

11:00 p.m. - Ashland established its command post at the spill site.
Midnight - About 1,200 nearby residents were evacuated as a precaution since 

diesel fuel was in the river and the sewage system. Water intake valves on the 
river were closed, and 50,000 people faced potential water shortages. The Coast 
Guard halted all river traffic from the site to the point in Pittsburgh where the 
Monongahela meets the Allegheny River to form the Ohio River. Adjacent rail 
lines and highways were temporarily closed. Darkness and below-freezing winter 
weather added to the already difficult situation.3

Sunday, January 3 - Day 2 
3:00 a.m. - Hazardous materials units 20 miles downstream attempted to contain 
the spill. Additional teams arrived during the morning and afternoon. 

7:45 a.m. - Western Pennsylvania Water Co., a utility that serves 750,000 cus-
tomers, closed one of its two water pumping stations. Officials pleaded with the 
public to conserve water.4

Morning - Hall rushed to his office as soon as he was called. With his president, 
Charles J. Luellen, he talked with colleagues at the accident site and elsewhere. 
He then isolated himself from distractions and had subordinates handle all out-
side queries. Later than day, he called Pennsylvania Governor Robert P. Casey 
and told him Ashland intended to clean up the mess as fast as it could.5 Dan 
Lacy, vice president of corporate communications, recommended against a press 
release. “When a situation is evolving so rapidly, a release isn’t good enough.”6

Noon - Some 1,200 residents returned home. Governor Casey put the National 
Guard on alert to deliver emergency drinking water to hospitals and residents. 

Afternoon - Media descended on the scene. The first of what became twice-a-
day press conferences was held. The Coast Guard reported that 700,000 gallons 
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flowed into the river and the rest was contained near the tank. “Our first priority 
will be the cleanup effort and that will take some time.” said Ashland’s Lacy.7

Monday, January 4 - Day 3
6:30 a.m. - When Hall arrived at work he thought everything was under control.8 
By mid-morning, he found things were not. Calls from public officials, reporters, 
local water companies and members of Ashland’s own emergency management 
team revealed discrepancies about the facts. Reporters initially were told the tank 
was new and the company had a permit to construct it. Hall then learned his 
people spoke too soon – the tank was reconstructed from 40-year-old steel and a 
written permit had not been issued. He was further concerned when he learned 
that the tank had been tested with an alternate, rather than the prescribed test. 
He let his management know he was frustrated and that he wanted the right in-
formation.9

Early afternoon - The oil spill, 6 to 11 inches thick, was now 47 miles down-
stream headed toward Wheeling, West Virginia.10 The temperature dropped 
overnight making cleanup even more difficult, but helped congeal the fuel which 
was beneficial for fish and wildlife.11 Governor Casey ordered $2 million in state 
funds for the cleanup. Ashland was paying for the emergency hazard teams. A se-
ries of navigational locks and dams, only three miles from the terminal, churned 
the oil and water, causing it to emulsify and sink below the recovery booms. Of-
ficials feared this would contaminate submerged water intake pipes and treatment 
facilities. Water shortages forced some schools to close.12

As company engineers and government regulators began their investigations, 
questions were asked about why the tank collapsed. The 40-year-old tank was 
moved from Cleveland, Ohio to West Elizabeth. The metal was tested and its 
structural integrity passed all inspections. However, the Allegheny County Fire 
Marshal, Martin Jacobs, said his office had not issued a construction permit for it 
to be rebuilt. An Ashland spokesman said a permit was issued in 1986, but Jacobs 
may not have been notified because of its age.13 

Late afternoon - The situation worsened from an environmental crisis to a pub-
lic health and safety problem because of available water. Hall wanted to make a 
public statement but his lawyers cautioned he should carefully consider admitting 
any mistakes because of liability. Hall felt he had to be candid, and called for a 
press conference the following day in Pittsburgh.14
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Tuesday, January 5 - Day 4
Flying to Pittsburgh, Hall rehearsed for the press conference with his advisers 
asking anticipated questions: “How long will it take to clean up the spill?” and 
“How much will it cost?” Hall stopped first at the spill site and commended tired 
workers for their work.15

Dozens of reporters confronted him as he began the media event thanking 
everyone who participated in the clean-up activity. He apologized to the people 
of the Pittsburgh area for the incident. “The company expects to pay the costs of 
the clean-up and reimburse the government agencies for reasonable expenses,” 
he said.16 

Hall admitted that the company did not have written building permits and did 
not follow standard steps to test the tank.17 “In hindsight I might question the use 
of 40-year-old steel,” he said. “We did not follow our normal refinery procedures 
in testing the tank after it was completed. I wish our people had pursued the ap-
plication process [with Fire Marshal Martin Jacobs] more diligently.” At first, the 
company said the tank was new.18 Hall believed that the best thing to do was to tell 
everything he knew. “If we made mistakes, we have to stand up and admit them.”19

In his remarks, Hall said: “I want to assure you that Ashland is a responsible 
corporate citizen. We have operated successfully in the oil refining business for 
64 years, and maintain high safety standards at all of our operations, including 
23 terminals similar to the one at Floreffe. We also have been responsive to com-
munity concerns where our operations are located. We intend to maintain that 
tradition and stick with the job until the cleanup is complete.”

Ashland got praise from an attorney for the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency. “... [Ashland] is assuming ... all costs associated with the spill. The 
company has gone beyond what the EPA could do by providing additional water 
supplies to towns downriver. Federal regulations prevent EPA from providing 
alternative water supplies in case of a spill,” he said.20

Wednesday, January 6 - Day 5
Hall cancelled business trips and stayed in Pittsburgh to meet with political lead-
ers, editorial boards of local newspapers, and telephoned governors of Ohio and 
West Virginia.21 Ohio Governor Richard Celeste declared a state of emergency 
for river communities preparing to close water intake pipes. The oil slick was now 
17 miles long, 18 feet deep and 67 miles from Pittsburgh.22
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Water service was partially restored to 23,000 people in the Pittsburgh suburbs 
of Robinson Township and North Fayette. Conditions were expected to be nor-
mal by the weekend.23

In a USA Today, Gerald Meyers, former chairman of American Motors Corpo-
ration, and professor of crisis management at Carnegie-Mellon University, said: 
“It looks as if they are dealing professionally with a bad situation. Ashland is 
following the rule carved in marble in (public relations) offices: Get the bad news 
out, and get it out fast.” Ashland’s Lacy said the company was following a crisis 
management practice that has been used for years. “Our attitude is to be candid 
and respond rapidly,” he said.24 The company subsequently decided that its previ-
ous practice lacked enough detail and developed a master plan based on its oil 
spill experience. 

Ashland’s efforts were not enough, however, to stop lawsuits. Four suburban 
Pittsburgh residents sued Ashland alleging “corporate maliciousness and negli-
gence” that disrupted water service. They sought up to $10,000 each in compensa-
tory and punitive damages and to make it a class-action suit.25

Thursday, January 7 - Day 6
Hall stayed in Pittsburgh. People began filling swimming pools with water. The 
oil slick was now 115 miles from the accident. Pipes were stretched across the river 
hooking up with communities that draw water from wells. As cities closed water 
intakes from the Ohio River while the fuel passed, others upstream resumed ser-
vice.26 Clean-up crews continued to work 24 hours a day operating floating booms 
in the Ohio and Monongahela Rivers.27 Various observers attributed the collapse 
of the storage tank to cold weather, bad welds, poor testing, and brittle steel. All 
predicted that the initial crack would be traced to a weld.28

Friday, January 8 - Day 7
Ashland gave Allegheny County a $210,000 check. “In my memory, this is the first 
time payment has ever been made so expeditiously. It’s just a new experience for 
us,” said Tom Foerster, chairman of the county Board of Commissioners. “... [the 
payment] demonstrates the good will and good faith of the Ashland Oil Company 
to do whatever they can possibly to restore all of us to our pre-spill conditions.”29

The national press and media in cities along the Ohio River praised Hall and 
Ashland for the way the crisis was being handled. Gerald Meyers said: “The law-
yers are turning over in the classrooms at Yale and Harvard. Apologizing, that’s 
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an admission of guilt. The alternative is to stonewall and be accused of one of 
three things - ignorance, indifference or, worst of all, guilt. ... Honesty during a 
crisis is in vogue in management these days. ... Ashland is to be congratulated on 
how well they’re executing it.”30

“Hall was certainly honest about it. … probably not too smart about it in a 
strictly legal sense,” said Bruce Lazier, oil industry analyst for Prescott, Ball & 
Turben, New York. “I hope it doesn’t cost them. The only real negative is why give 
up an admission that you screwed up? But I think Hall’s admission is right.”31

Following a helicopter tour of the damage, W. Tom Wiseman, mayor of Defi-
ance, Ohio, a city of 20,000 downstream from the spill, credited Ashland for its 
openness. “They did not express concern about their liability,” he said. “They 
came right out and said ‘We want you to know we want this thing resolved, and 
we want to work with you.’”32

Headlines were positive with wire service stories:
“Ashland chief’s honesty wins praise” - The Cincinnati Enquirer33

“Public, at least, likes Hall’s honest, regret; lawyers another matter” - The Her-
ald Dispatch, Huntington, West Virginia.34

“Ashland getting praise for candor” - Louisville Courier-Journal35

“For Ashland’s Hall, honesty was the best policy” - Akron Beacon-Journal36

In an editorial, The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette wrote: “But the record must show 
that Ashland immediately notified the proper authorities so that containment 
efforts could begin quickly. Also, John Hall, Ashland’s chief executive officer, 
forthrightly assumed the blame on behalf of the company and apologized to all 
harmed or inconvenienced by the spill. There was no ducking and bobbing about 
responsibilities over the spill itself. Furthermore, Mr. Hall has said the company 
will fully reimburse governments and agencies for the costs of the cleanup. He 
said Ashland will make donations to the Red Cross, the Salvation Army and vol-
unteer fire departments as compensation for their outlays.”37

The editorial writers for The Herald-Dispatch in Huntington, West Virginia 
reminded its readers of the severity of the spill and the thousands of people be-
ing impacted, yet wrote: “Still, we can’t help but say ‘well done’ to John Hall, 
Ashland’s no-nonsense chairman and CEO who told reporters and photographers 
at a Tuesday press conference that the firm accepted full responsibility for what 
happened. The polls show most Americans have scant regard for Big Business. 
And a big factor in that widespread public mistrust is that too many real-life busi-
nessmen come off looking every bit as shifty as television’s J.R. Ewing. Not John 
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Hall. ... [his] unusual candor has gone a long way toward making the best of a bad 
situation.”38

Following the news conference, Hall met with the editorial board at the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette, and then appeared on local television and radio. Post-Ga-
zette staff writer Jim Gallagher added, “That kind of openness can give ulcers 
to corporate lawyers.”39 He wrote by getting quickly on stage, Hall personally 
showed his concern. “What they’re trying to do is win in the court of public opin-
ion,” he added.40

Saturday, January 9 - Day 8
As the spill continued to move down river, Ashland president Charles Luellen 
called on the Wheeling, W. Va. emergency operations center and apologized to 
the people. “One reason we are here today is to see what more we can do,” he 
said. As the spill passed Steubenville, Ohio, the city resumed water treatment. 
Wheeling businesses were closed and depended on mobile water tanks from the 
West Virginia National Guard.41

Sunday, January 10 - Day 9
Ice and cold weather slowed the slick’s movement to one-half mile an hour as 
it virtually parked alongside Wheeling. The city’s elaborate emergency plan all 
but collapsed as residents used too much water, and pumps failed on barges de-
livering water to the city’s filtration plant. Sistersville, a town of 2,000 downriver 
from Wheeling, stockpiled water in swimming pools, moved portable tanks to the 
hospital and nursing homes, and loaded five 20,000 gallon rail cars for firefighters. 
Barge traffic and ice continued to hamper cleanup efforts.42

Monday, January 11 - Day 10
Mandatory water restrictions were lifted in Pennsylvania’s Allegheny, Washington 
and Beaver counties. The lieutenant governor credited “outstanding cooperation 
by all residents and business” for making it possible to officially end the water 
crisis in Western Pennsylvania.43 Cities and industries along the river were told to 
stay alert for the smell of diesel fuel near their intakes. The first 20 miles of the 
40-mile long slick is under the water surface. Then there is a visible sheen on the 
water for another 20 miles.44

The media continued to praise Hall. “Ashland Oil and John R. Hall, are to be 
congratulated on their honesty and willingness to accept the blame for the Janu-
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ary 2 fuel spill near Pittsburgh,” wrote The Ironton Tribune.45 WTVN Radio in 
Columbus, Ohio editorialized, “Credit where credit’s due. ... The company prom-
ised to pay for cleanup efforts. ... many companies’ first reaction would have been 
to stonewall in the face of such an incident. Ashland’s open and honest approach 
should help the oil and chemical industries come to some conclusions about how 
to avoid a repeat performance.”46

Tuesday, January 12 - Day 11
Ashland’s Roger Schrum told reporters that the company was paying expenses 
daily, was continuing to coordinate cleanup efforts with EPA, Coast Guard and 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Resources and that it had hired the 
Battelle Institute to investigate the accident.47

Wednesday, January 13 - Day 12
Hall said he would open a Pittsburgh office Thursday to coordinate activities with 
various agencies, monitor environmental assessments and handle claims. Also, a 
firm experienced in handling oil spill claims would process claims from businesses 
and individuals. The company had spent more than $2 million to protect drinking 
water supplies that depend on the Ohio and Monongahela rivers.48

Thursday, January 14 - Day 13
The spill gained speed as it entered dams and locks, but then stagnated again on 
the river.49 

Friday, January 15 - Day 14
Officials in EPA’s mid-Atlantic regional office in Philadelphia termed “inade-
quate” Ashland’s spill prevention plan. “The plan appears to be more of a general 
plan useful at any of Ashland’s facilities,” said Janet Viniski. “It doesn’t contain 
enough specifics.” During an EPA briefing on Capitol Hill, Senate staff members 
were told that an estimated 830,000 people would be affected, mostly due to de-
pleted water supplies.50

Week #3 (January 16-22)
Stories appeared in Business Week and Newsweek. The Louisville Courier-
Journal wrote that Ashland Oil “may well emerge with a better public image 
than before the disaster.” The story added that the firm “went by the book” in 
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implementing its crisis communications procedures as the news was passed from 
the tank farm workers up through the corporate hierarchy.51

On Wednesday, January 20 the company awarded $250,000 to the University 
of Pittsburgh’s Center for Hazardous Materials Research for a year-long study to 
include a public information and education program on issues related to the spill’s 
impact.52 The company also opened a toll-free 800 claims line.53

While public relations professionals praised Ashland for its response, lawyers 
began advertising for customers to sue the company. City officials along the Ohio 
River praised Ashland for its cooperation during the crisis.54 Law firms in Illinois 
and Pennsylvania advertised for victims to contact lawyers to see if they have a 
legal claim. “The response has not been overwhelming,” said Pittsburgh attorney 
Paul M. Goltz. He said he was hired by a Wheeling hotel seeking $4,000 for ex-
penses incurred in hiring experts to monitor how much drinking water was being 
used during the crisis, and by a woman who missed a day of work when she was 
sick because of contaminated water.55

The litigious activity prompted this letter to the editor: 
‘Nasty’ attitude – “The recent water problem brought to light many nasty sides 

of Pittsburghers that I hope the national news did not pick up on. Before Ashland 
Oil gave $210,000 to begin payment for some of the services, many Pittsburghers 
and companies made a beeline for their lawyers. The people of Pittsburgh were 
inconvenienced, but I do not see a need for this get-rich attitude that some have. 
I feel that Ashland Oil Co. may have made a few mistakes, and that it will have 
enough problems with the government agencies, and that the people of Pittsburgh 
should make the best with what they have.” - Ila Boyd, North Side56

Week #4 (January 23-29)
Allen Seiz, vice president of O’Donnell & Associates, Inc., a Pittsburgh con-
sulting engineering firm, told a Pennsylvania State Senate committee that the 
tank “very likely” ruptured because the steel became too brittle as a result of 
the cold weather.57

Cincinnati shut off its water intake valves at 10 p.m. on Saturday (January 23) 
four hours before the spill was expected to arrive. The river supplies drinking water 
for about 850,000 people, but the city had enough water in reserve for it to remain 
closed for up to five days. The spill was expected to pass the city in two days.58

Testifying before a U.S. House of Representatives committee, Richard N. 
Wright, director for the Center for Building Technology of the National Bureau 
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of Standards, said: “A crack opened the tank. It probably split the whole height of 
the tank in something like one-ten-thousandth of a second. It was hardly a leak. ... 
Good design, materials, inspection and testing prevent such fractures.”59

A November 17, 1986 memo by Progress Services Inc. of Monroeville, Penn-
sylvania said X-rays showed that 22 of 39 welds on the tank were defective. This 
was strongly disputed by Larry Skinner, president of Skinner Tank Co. of Yale, 
Oklahoma. His company took down and rebuilt the tank. Skinner said that his 
company had no reason to ignore such defects because “it would have taken us 
about half an hour and cost about $300 extra to fix that many welds.” The Prog-
ress Services memo, which Ashland immediately gave to investigative agencies, 
was not written until a month after the welding was finished, raising questions 
about whether there was an unresolved dispute between the firm and Ashland on 
the welding job. Copies also were given to Battelle Laboratories.60

Hall said he and his senior management were not aware of the informa-
tion until Friday, January 22. He also noted that the faulty welds were not in 
the area of the tank where the steel wall cracked and issued this statement: 
“Based on a preliminary review (of the documents), it appears that Ashland’s 
normal practices regarding weld inspections were not followed. In addition, a 
number of the old welds may have been defective.” The company reassigned 
three employees who were involved in moving the tank from Cleveland to the 
Pittsburgh area.61

As Congressional hearings continued, Tom Luken (D-Ohio) said he was 
“aghast” that EPA had relinquished its public responsibilities by allowing Ash-
land to control the cleanup. He was challenged by James Seif, EPA’s regional ad-
ministrator, who said EPA was ready to take control anytime Ashland appeared 
ready to shirk its responsibility. Seif said he determined that Ashland had the 
resources and desire to clean up the spill and used the same contractors EPA 
would have hired.62

Week #5 (January 30-February 5)
In a January 27 news release, Hall said some employees might have known about 
defective welds more than a year before the tank collapse.63 Later that week, at 
the annual shareholders’ meeting, he said some questionable decisions were made 
by employees who built the tank. He said the company would inspect all 1,000 
of its tanks.64 The company took a 635,000-gallon rebuilt tank out of service in 
Evansville, Indiana for testing.65
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Hall told a Senate committee: “We’re embarrassed by this incident. However, we 
are proud of the valiant efforts our employees made to try to contain and clean up 
the spill and to help municipalities with water supplies. We’ve already paid $4 mil-
lion to clean up the slick and provide drinking water for the 800,000 people.”66

Continued rain and the series of locks and dams on the Ohio River helped 
move the spill along to Owensboro, Kentucky. Ashland announced it would begin 
a second stage cleanup on the Monongahela and Ohio rivers over the next three 
months under the review of the EPA.67 Ashland stopped using a 3.3 million-gallon 
storage tank, also at Floreffe when it discovered flaws in certain welded seams.68

Week #6 (February 6-12)
Heavy rains increased the water and current in the Ohio River and the oil slick dis-
sipated out of existence. “We lost it after it left Evansville, Indiana,” said Jeanne 
Ison of the Ohio River Valley Water Sanitation Commission in Cincinnati. “It’s 
so diluted we can’t track it anymore.”69

The U.S. attorney’s office in Pittsburgh, conducting a criminal investigation 
into the spill, subpoenaed Ashland’s records relating to the collapse of the col-
lapsed tank.70 The Pennsylvania Attorney General began one of at least a dozen 
separate investigations and studies.71

Week #7 (February 13-19)
The river cities began submitting bills to for reimbursement. Cincinnati officials 
said they would bill $386,000, more than half of it for overtime pay for water works 
personnel. “Ashland Oil so far has been very cooperative and has been prompt 
in paying bills submitted to it,” said Cincinnati City Manager Scott Johnson. The 
City of Ashland submitted expenses of $19,944.72

Pennsylvania State Senator D. Michael Fisher (R-Allegheny) accused Ashland 
Oil of trying to “stonewall” his committee’s investigation of the spill. Company 
vice president Philip Block said he could not answer many of the committee 
members’ questions but agreed to supply written answers within a few weeks. “At 
this time, we do not have all of the facts,” he said.73

Hall received positive comments from a U.S. Senate committee. “We com-
mend you for coming here and making these statements. It’s tough to ‘fess up’ like 
you have,” Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) told him. Sen. John Chaffee (R-R.I.) 
agreed. “You have given us a candid statement, including some of your failings. 
That’s unusual.”74
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Week #8 (February 20-26)
Water samples taken by the West Virginia Department of Environmental Re-
sources and the Ohio River Valley Sanitation Commission revealed that one or 
more industries took advantage of the accident to dump their own chemicals 
in the river. There are 83 industrial discharge points along the 87 miles of the 
Ohio River from Pittsburgh to Wheeling. Edgar Berkey, then executive vice 
president of the University of Pittsburgh’s Center for Hazardous Materials Re-
search, said, “What these misdirected and misguided industrial people dumped 
are chemicals and materials far more harmful, far more biologically active, than 
the diesel fuel. They dumped dirty solvents because getting rid of them prop-
erly is expensive.”75 EPA’s regional office in Philadelphia conducted a criminal 
investigation. “We received reports during the first two weeks after the spill that 
clandestine dumping had occurred,” said EPA’s Thomas Voltaggio.76 Editorial 
writers in river cities blasted the polluters, who may escape any punishment, for 
dumping chemical wastes.77

The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette wrote there could have been better coordination 
between agencies when the accident happened. Columnist David Guo noted the 
first message from the National Response Center was logged at 5:30 p.m. with 
“Sketchy rept (sic) of 100,000 diesel spill. Sloreffe (sic).” Chief Warrant Officer 
Joe B. Lindsey of the Coast Guard surmised that Sloreffe was probably Flore-
ffe. When he called Ashland at 5:33, 5:43 and 6:05 p.m., there was no answer 
since Ashland had shut off all power lines, and the tank collapse knocked out 
phone lines. He got only an answering service at 6:16 p.m. at the Pennsylvania 
Department of Environmental Resources. At 6:20, 50 minutes after the alert 
from Washington, he got his first on-the-scene report from an Ashland towboat 
operator. Communications breakdowns are an inevitable part of emergency 
response. Reporter Guo felt many gaps were too long and too common and 
created significant delays. The legislative hearings said both the Coast Guard 
and EPA were at fault. The Pittsburgh public safety director said his men waited 
at least six hours for a floating boom barrier to contain oil. In total, there were 
only about a half dozen telephones at the four command posts. Each group 
focused on one piece of a four-part crisis. The city was handling the leading 
edge of the spill; the Coast Guard containment upstream; the county dealt with 
the gasoline leak and potential explosion; and local volunteers, who knew the 
area, were running the evacuation.78



Do The Right Thing – Take Responsibility And Win Public Support | 139

March 1988
Ashland reported that it was being examined by 55 government agencies and 
may face criminal charges, innumerable studies by public officials, academics and 
private companies.79 EPA continued its investigation into hazardous chemicals 
dumped into the rivers following the oil spill, with no suspect.80

The company continued to receive praise. In the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 
lieutenant governor Mark Singel wrote: “Litigation is a fact of life, and it is likely 
that Ashland Oil will be in court for years. Ashland taught us, however, how 
a company should respond to an obvious error and its aftermath. Official and 
early statements from the company expressed more than regret – they assumed 
responsibility.”81 Singel also cited Ashland’s public relations efforts having press 
liaisons always available and regular briefings held for updates and question-and-
answer sessions. “This active press operation accomplished three things: It freed 
operations personnel from interruption; it kept the media and the public apprised 
of new developments and community water bulletins; and it reassured everyone 
that progress was being made,” he wrote.82

A story in Investor’s Daily quoted Lacy saying, “There was never any question 
of whether we would tell the truth. The question was when.”83

May 1988
A study by Battelle Institute, the world’s largest private independent research 
organization, reported the failure was caused by a “brittle steel fracture, ema-
nating from a dime-size flaw in the tank’s bottom course steel plate. … Brittle 
steel fractures have been documented in older steel construction, resulting from a 
combination of stress and cold temperatures. ... Welding of the steel plates during 
both its initial construction and reconstruction resulted in embrittlement of the 
steel surrounding the flaw. These factors, combined with cold temperatures and 
the stress placed on the tank as it was being filled near capacity created the condi-
tions required for brittle fracture.”84 The Battelle report also noted:85

*  The flaw was in the steel since its manufacture and prior to its original instal-
lation on or about 1940.

*  X-rays of the welds indicated that certain old welds did not meet current stan-
dards but tests indicated the old welds were stronger than the steel plate.

*  Had a full hydrostatic test been performed the tank could have 1) withstood 
the test; 2) developed a slow leak; or 3) failed catastrophically.
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Hall said that while the old steel used was in excellent condition, it did not 
meet industry standards, and that all future tank construction will be done in full 
compliance with the material, welding, and testing specifications of API 650.86

July 1988
Ashland signed a consent decree with the U.S. government agreeing to pay for the 
cleanup, reimburse the government $680,000 in expenses, and treat ground water 
for the next 30 years to be sure it is free of pollutants.87

September 1988
A federal grand jury in Pittsburgh indicted Ashland on two misdemeanor viola-
tions of the Clean Water Act and the Refuse Act. The Justice Department said 
the counts were the most stringent that could be brought against the company and 
that the government was continuing its inquiry to see if any individual employees 
violated the law. The U.S. Justice Department estimated cleanup and environ-
mental costs at $12 to $15 million.88

Ashland officials expressed displeasure with Justice Department’s decision to 
press criminal charges, pointing out its own efforts “to mitigate the spill’s impact” 
and “the fact that the company quickly accepted responsibility for the incident.” 
The company said it had spent $11.4 million already on the cleanup and that crim-
inal provisions of the environmental protection statues are used only in instances 
of deliberate pollution.89 The company cited three other large chemical spills in 
the Midwest, none of which resulted in criminal charges. “This will impair, rather 
than promote, environmental compliance.” said the company.90

October 1988
The company pleaded not guilty and asked for a jury trial on criminal negligence 
charges.91

Ashland Oil accused Allegheny County authorities of perjury and obstruction 
of justice in the investigation that led to criminal charges. A civil subpoena pro-
duced a May 19, 1986 memo signed by Chief Inspector Charles Kelly of the Al-
legheny County Fire Marshal’s office and addressed to his supervisor, Lt. Norman 
Smilnyak, in the county’s Police Bureau.92 Nearly 10 months after the spill, and 
steadfastly maintaining that Ashland erected the tank without obtaining county 
approval, implicit or otherwise, Deputy Fire Marshal Edward Babyak testified 
under oath in federal court that the company did have approval. Other county 
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officials, Kelly and Fire Marshal Martin Jacobs testified under oath that no ap-
proval for construction of the tank had ever been given. Babyak suggested in his 
testimony that if there were a cover-up, it would involve a higher ranking official 
than Kelly or Jacobs. County Commissioner Chairman Tom Foerster ordered an 
internal probe by the county police bureau.93

In a speech at the Pittsburgh Press Club, Hall said the recent developments 
should raise questions about the thoroughness and objectivity of various investi-
gations by state and federal authorities.94

Closing the Book
In a March 1991 speech to the Center for Corporate Response Ability, Hall 
summed up the financial impact on Ashland, noting the company paid some 4,300 
claims to individuals at an average cost of less than $87 per claim. “... by Febru-
ary 1990, a little more than two years after the event, we reached an agreement 
to settle all outstanding issues for a maximum of $30 million, which included 
all previously paid claims and cleanup costs,” he stated. “Nearly all of this was 
covered by insurance.”95

Ashland’s Crisis Steps
“We learned a lot of lessons from the spill,” says Lacy. “When the tank collapsed, 
we didn’t have a team and we didn’t have a plan. We had to rely on our wits to get 
us through the crisis. We looked to the successful experience of other companies 
for guidance. Johnson & Johnson’s handling of the Tylenol crisis taught us to 
show leadership, to stand up and be counted. To show concern. Take the heat. To 
do everything you can. And to do the right thing. “What that said to us was to get 
involved, to get in deep and to be a factor in the solution,” he added. “So that’s 
what we did. As a result, we’ve developed a recipe for crisis management.” Here 
is Ashland’s recipe for crisis management:96

1.  Go to the site immediately.

2.  Get first-hand information.

3.  Marshal your resources and equipment to clean up the mess.

4.  Contact governors and other local, state and federal officials who need to 
know and who need to answer questions from their constituents. It’s better 
for you to call them before they call you.

5.  Offer restitution to third parties.



142 | Communicating In A Crisis

6.  Call in third parties – scientists and similar experts – for advice and indepen-
dent analysis.

7.  Meet the press. Go to the media, even if you don’t have all the answers. Tell 
them what you know and what you don’t know.

8.  Listen to your media relations staff; they are your eyes and ears on public 
opinion. The questions being asked by the press are the same questions 
being asked by the public. Because of this, many times the media relations 
folks have a better handle on the seriousness of the situation than do the 
operating people. Because it is the public – rather than your own operat-
ing people – that decides how big the problem really is, in terms of public 
perception.

9.  Stay on the job until the danger is gone, and the mess is cleaned up.

Using the Lesson Plan
Unfortunately for Ashland and Lacy, the company had a chance to apply the 
same techniques on September 16, 1990 when one of its tankers, the M.V. Jupiter, 
loaded with nearly two million gallons of gasoline, exploded and caught fire in the 
Saginaw River at Bay City, Michigan. Luellen, Lacy, Schrum and other officials 
were immediately on the scene to talk with emergency response personnel and 
the media. Ashland called in professionals to contain the fire, limit the environ-
mental damage, determine the cause, and cleanup the mess.

As it turned out, a ship passing in the channel was going too fast and created 
a trough that pulled the Jupiter from its moorings, stretching the product hose 
unloading fuel. The captain of the passing ship refused to talk to the media. Local 
television editorials praised Ashland.

Take A Lesson From Ashland
Gerald Meyers wrote in The Los Angeles Times that Ashland Oil is a good role 
model to follow in a crisis.97 Too bad Exxon USA didn’t take that advice when in 
March 1989 its Exxon Valdez ran aground in Alaska’s Prince William Harbor. As 
philosopher George Santayana wrote, in The Life of Reason, “Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”98
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Summary Checklist
•  This case history is one of the best examples as well as a crisis communica-

tions classic of how a company did the right thing and won public trust and 
respect from the media.

•  The crisis happened on a long holiday weekend but the crisis team was quickly 
assembled and responded.

•  John Hall, spokesperson and CEO, may not have been the most articulate 
person, but he most important, he was believable and he was the top execu-
tive.

•  Ashland sought to win more in a court of public opinion than a court of law.

•  The company accepted responsibility.

•  Ashland apologized and expressed regret.

•  As the company got information it was released the media. It did not stone-
wall nor did it withhold information. 

•  It fully collaborated with state and federal regulatory and oversight agencies.

•  When the company was falsely accused of erecting the tank without obtaining 
county approval, it fought back and won.

•  Various local, state and federal agencies needed to communicate better 
among each other.

•  The crisis cost Ashland a maximum of $30 million or $42.85 per gallon. The 
Exxon Valdez one year later, in March 1989, spilled 11 million gallons and the 
cost initially $2.9 billion, the per gallon cost was $263.63. And there is still 
litigation involving Exxon that could further increase the cost.
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CHAPTER 8

CRISES ON LAND, IN THE AIR 
AND ON THE SEAS

Travel and tourism is one of the world’s largest industries. It now accounts for 
US$3.3 trillion or more than 10 percent of the world’s Gross Domestic Product. 
The industry is responsible for 230 million, or approximately 8 percent of all the 
jobs worldwide, and almost 9 percent of all capital investment. It expects growth 
of 4.3 percent during the next 10 years.1

The travel, tourism and hospitality industry has had some of the very best 
examples of how to deal with crises, as well as examples of the absolutely worst 
possible ways to deal with crises. 

Airlines, cruise lines, hotels, tour operators, and others in the industry also 
have some of the best and worst customer service. Management that has ignored 
its customers, and through lack of leadership, provided poor customer service has 
been responsible for scores of crises and law suits.

Tourist destinations have suffered from natural disasters and the fury of 
Mother Nature. Resorts in Florida and along both the Gulf and East coasts of 
the U.S., and throughout the Caribbean, have been impacted numerous times 
by hurricanes and flooding. Tsunamis have hit Indonesia and Micronesia, and a 
devastating cyclone struck Myanmar (Burma). Other parts of the world have felt 
the violence of earthquakes and eruptions of volcanoes. The industry also needs 
to be prepared for acts of terrorism and civil and political unrest.

“We live in rapidly changing times where consumers are increasingly willing to 
claim their rights, lawyers are ever more litigious, and the media are ready and 
able to expose crises on a worldwide scale within minutes,” says Peter de Jong, 
president and CEO of the Pacific Asia Travel Association. “An organization or 
destination in the midst of a crisis cannot fully control the behavior of people, 
lawyers, and the media; however, proper planning, adequate preparation, and 
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effective management can help mitigate loss, and significantly reduce its impacts 
on all imaginable stakeholders.”2

It’s Not a Bird and It’s Not Superman
The airline industry has had crisis after crisis, and more are just waiting to happen. 
Rather than resolving the problems and preventing the crises, the airlines could 
compile a multi-volume encyclopedia of excuses.

Customer service is missing from the vocabulary of almost every U.S. airline. 
Consumers are outraged and speaking out. Air rage and passengers out of control 
and fighting on planes in flight is alarming. Record numbers of flights are late 
both leaving and arriving, and it is getting worse every year. More passengers are 
being bumped off overbooked flights and more luggage, even that the airlines 
charged to check, is being lost. Few passengers can remember how airlines once 
prided themselves on service.

The U.S. has one of the oldest, aging fleet of planes in the world with much of 
the maintenance being outsourced to foreign countries with no federal oversight. 
Air traffic controllers complain of being overworked, understaffed and having to 
use antiquated technology. The most experienced and qualified are retiring, and 
no aggressive recruiting and training program is in place. The air traffic control 
system was developed in the 1950s and needs to be updated. Air traffic jumped 40 
percent in the 10-year-period from 1995-2005.

Everyone connected with the business blames some one else, and no one 
accepts responsibility. The Federal Aviation Administration blames the airlines 
for jamming too many flights during the most popular travel times of the day at the 
larger and more congested airports. The anger, hostility, and frustration of airline 
employees get transferred to the customer. There are fewer employees working at 
counters, where airlines have replaced people with kiosks and machines. 

The airlines first said 9/11 was the cause of all of their problem. Then they said 
it was because of rising fuel prices. But, problems started well before the price of 
oil went ballistic. Children flying alone have been lost. Airlines have lost elderly 
travelers with Alzheimer’s. When airlines limited passengers to carry on baggage, 
they couldn’t handle the increased number of checked bags and misplaced and 
lost them in record numbers.

Now the airlines like to blame the weather for their problems, and not because 
they have fewer planes in their fleets, fewer qualified pilots, smaller staffs, no 
backup planes or flight crews, and no plans for mechanical failures. 
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According to Robert Crandall, the CEO of American Airlines from 1985-
1998, America’s airline system has greatly deteriorated since Congress passed 
the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978. “Airline service, by any standard, has 
become unacceptable,” he says. “Passenger complaints have skyrocketed. 
Airport congestion has become a staple of late-night comedy shows. Congress 
has not provided the money for a new air traffic control system based on global 
positioning that will reduce costs and traffic congestion.” Until then, he believes 
flights at major airports need to be reduced.3

What Fliers Don’t Know Won’t Hurt Them
That was the attitude of NASA, which only after a year of stalling and under 
intense pressure from Congress, released an $11.3 million survey of airline pilots 
on safety. Between April 2001 and December 2004, Battelle Memorial Institute, 
a NASA contractor, interviewed 24,000 commercial airline and 5,000 general 
aviation pilots.

“It’s hard for me to see any data here that the traveling public would care about or 
ought to care about,” said Michael Griffin, NASA administrator. Earlier, a senior 
NASA official contradicted Griffin. Thomas S. Luedtke, associate administrator, 
said that revealing the findings could damage the public’s confidence in airlines 
and affect airline profits.

A year before the report was released, Kate Hanni, co-founder of the Coalition 
for an Airline Passenger’s Bill of Rights, discovered the airlines and the 
Department of Transportation were lying about tarmac delay statistics. “NASA 
has made it difficult to process and analyze the data, but already some interesting 
information has emerged,” said Mark Mogel, vice president of research for the 
coalition. “The public will ‘care’ and ‘ought’ to be alarmed.”

For 14 months, the Associated Press tried to obtain the survey from NASA 
under the Freedom of Information Act. “Release of the requested data, which are 
sensitive and safety-related, could materially affect the public confidence in, and 
the commercial welfare of, the air carriers and general aviation companies whose 
pilots participated in the survey,” NASA’s Luedtke wrote in his denial letter to 
AP. No airlines or pilots were identified in the survey.

 “If the airlines aren’t safe, I want to know about it,” said Rep. Brad Miler (D-
North Carolina), chairman of the House Science and Technology Investigations 
and Oversight committee. “I would rather not feel a false sense of security because 
they don’t tell us.” NASA directed its contractor, Battelle and all subcontractors, 



154 | Communicating In A Crisis

to return any project information and then purge it from their computers before 
October 30, 2007.

Hanni’s research team at CAPBOR posted the first results of the survey on its 
website at www.flyersights.cm/downloads.html and included:

•  Scores of aircraft inadvertently landed without tower clearance.

•  Hundreds of reports of un-commanded in-flight movements of rudders, 
ailerons, spoilers, and high speed brakes, and hundreds more reports of engine 
fires and smoke, fumes or fires on flight decks and in passenger cabins.

•  1,290 instances of less than 500 feet of separation for airborne lanes, and 
thousands of instances where reserve fuel had to be used.

Officials involved in the survey said that they believe the unusually high 
response rate of 80 percent by pilots makes this survey more reliable than other 
reporting systems that rely on pilots to voluntarily report incidents.4

In April 2008, a whistle-blower again raised safety concerns at the FAA 
because the agency failed to stop falsifying controller error reports, even 
though it was made aware of the practice four years earlier. The Transportation 
Department’s Inspector General found that Dallas air traffic controllers routinely 
and intentionally falsified reports involving planes that flew too close together, 
and blamed the pilots when the controllers created the safety problem.5

A Problem Well Before 9/11
Seldom have there been internal disagreements stronger than the one between 
the Department of Transportation’s Inspector General, Mary Schiavo, and the 
Federal Aviation Administration. As the IG, her job was to investigate problems 
and see that they were fixed. She was an attorney, a former prosecutor, had a pas-
sion for aviation, and a licensed pilot when she was 18 years old. 

Schiavo wrote in Newsweek that her office found serious deficiencies in airline 
inspections, parts and training, and in the air-traffic-control system. “Rather 
than checking every aircraft, many inspectors simply examine whatever plane 
happens by when they are on duty,” she wrote. “I go out of my way to stay 
off commuter airlines. I have skipped conferences because I would not fly on 
marginal airlines. In recent years, small commuter planes have been more than 
twice as likely to be involved in an accident as the major carriers, and until this 
year the FAA allowed them to operate under significantly less stringent safety 
standards.”6
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Her recommendations and reports were largely refuted or ignored until the 
May 11, 1996 ValuJet crash in the Florida Everglades. The night following the 
crash, she went public with Ted Koppel on ABC’s Nightline contradicting FAA 
administrator David Hinson who insisted the airline was “safe to fly.” Schiavo 
disclosed FAA statistics that ValuJet’s safety record was 14 times worse than 
other discount airlines, and added, “I would not fly ValuJet.”7

No one “inside the beltway” could recall when an Inspector General went 
public with information so critical of a federal department. Government officials 
made television appearances and turned the spin doctors loose to reassure the 
public that discount airlines were safe to fly. Top DOT officials quickly shifted 
into a crisis mode. Secretary Frederico Peña reassured the public: “I have flown 
ValuJet. ValuJet is a safe airline, as is our entire aviation system. If ValuJet was 
unsafe, we would have grounded it.”8

In her book, Flying Blind, Flying Safe, Schiavo writes that Peña “protected an 
airline just the way government had for decades.” According to her, had it not been 
for an anonymous phone call, “FAA officials very likely would have continued 
with their charade.” The field staff in Atlanta recommended in February that 
ValuJet be grounded. “They put it in writing. Someone quashed the memo.”9

As FAA officials stonewalled Schiavo and the media and said they knew 
nothing about it, she found the critical memo written in official FAA jargon. 
“The memo, written three months before the crash, proved highly embarrassing 
to the FAA, and helped force the agency to re-evaluate its self-assured contention 
that ValuJet was a ‘safe airline,’” she wrote. Following public outrage the FAA 
grounded ValuJet on June 17.10

Reverse Thrust, Reverse Spin for the FAA
The FAA backed off its spin. There were charges that Schiavo was “politically-
motivated” since she served as Assistant Secretary of Labor in the Reagan 
Administration and was appointed Transportation IG by President George 
Herbert Walker Bush. In 1992, she found trouble in seven of the 10 FAA regions 
that 43 percent of the parts airlines purchased from suppliers were bogus, that 
engines were inspected only 52 percent of the time, and security was lacking at 
major airports since 40 percent of the time her staff passed inspections carrying 
fake bombs, guns, and knives. 

According to Schiavo, Secretary Peña and FAA Administrator Hinson delayed 
releasing her report critical of security until after the 1996 Atlanta Olympic 
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Games. She claims it was sent to the National Security Adviser at the White 
House with a request that the document be classified.11

In a report on the crash, the National Transportation Safety Board criticized the 
FAA for not requiring fire suppression systems, and for inadequately overseeing 
the rapid growth of the low-budget airline. Nine years earlier, because of a 1988 
fire, federal safety experts called for smoke detectors to be in cargo holds. However, 
the FAA bowed to industry pressure and rejected the recommendation.12

“Had the recommendation been implemented, it’s only questionable whether 
the ValuJet accident would have happened at all,” said Jim Hall, chairman of the 
safety board on Meet the Press. He noted that more than a year after the ValuJet 
crash, and nine years after the measure was first recommended, not one plane 
with a sealed cargo hold has been fitted with a fire detector and extinguisher.13

The FAA increased security at airports by requiring everyone to have a 
government-issued photo ID and be asked questions such as: “did you pack your 
own luggage?” and “has your luggage been in your possession at all times?” The 
agency has yet to implement a 1990 Congressional mandate with a three-year 
deadline to develop and install scanners that could screen for plastic explosives. 
There is a machine that can do the job called the CTX5000 SP made by InVision 
Technologies but the cost is $1 million. “The airlines don’t want to do spend the 
money and the FAA won’t force them,” says an InVision spokesperson.14

Schiavo resigned on July 3, 1996. On September 24, 1997, ValuJet Airlines 
changed its name to AirTran Airlines.15

IG Recommendations for Customer Service
Calvin Scovel, the Transportation IG in 2007 for President George W. Bush, told 
a Congressional hearing that his office recommended federal regulators more 
aggressively oversee how airlines handle customer service. 

Transportation Secretary Mary Peters supported the report, noting that the 
airlines agreed in 1999 to mitigate strandings and delays, and improve overall 
customer service at a time the industry was being criticized for poor performance. 
Eight years after the airlines said they would resolve the problems, Scovel’s 
recommendations included:16

•  Set time limits on tarmac delays and targets for reducing chronically delayed 
or canceled flights.

•  Post statistics for on-time flight performance on websites.
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•  Customer service agents should be required to report a flight’s on-time record 
to passengers when they call to book tickets.

•  Large and medium-size airports should be required to establish ways to 
monitor and mitigate lengthy on-board delays.

•  Establish a national task force of airlines, airport and regulators to create 
plans to deal with lengthy delays.

The Taxpayer Pays for Congress’ Errors
Every time Congress decides to deregulate an industry it ends up costing the 
American taxpayer millions and billions of dollars. This happened with the savings 
and loan debacle in the 1980s. And with the energy and telephone industries. 

Regardless of the political party in the White House, or who is controlling 
Congress, no one listens to the IGs, researchers, or the general public. The airlines 
spent millions of dollars lobbying Congress for deregulation. Sen. Howard Cannon 
(D-Nevada) introduced the Airline Deregulation Act which was signed into law 
by President Jimmy Carter on October 28, 1978. For passengers, shareholders, 
employees, and former employees, the industry has since been in a tailspin.

“It is amazing, but before deregulation, the American airline industry was 
quite healthy, safe and sound,” said Anastasia Kostoff Mann, chairman/CEO 
of Corniche Travel Group, West Hollywood, California. “This perception is in 
contrast to statements in the Air Transport Association’s Airline Handbook. 
When I need a good laugh, I read Chapter 2, which refers to airlines earnings as 
‘poor throughout the mid-70s, despite fare increases and capacity restraints.’ It 
also says, ‘Today’s airline industry is radically different from what it was prior to 
1978. Today it is a market-driven industry with customer demand determining the 
levels of service and price.’”17

“While the ATA may consider the industry’s earnings ‘poor’ prior to 
deregulation, at least they had earnings,” added Kostoff Mann. “The financial 
condition of the American-owned air carriers, with exception of Southwest, has 
been dismal since deregulation. Why? Because of the very same basic reasons 
which have caused the abysmal failure of each essential industry that our nation 
has deregulated – greed and stupid business practices.

“As an example, in 1994, the carriers joined hands in one of the greatest 
coincidences in business when they dropped travel agents. I say coincidence 
because each claimed not to have known what the competition was planning, to 
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avoid anti-trust violations.
“The travel management companies, commonly known as travel agencies, 

had been paid up-front commissions averaging 10 percent to be the airlines’ 
distribution arm for at least 85 percent of their product. This translated into 
booking, processing, producing and delivering their product – the actual 
airline ticket,” Kostoff Mann continued. “Imagine a business where you could 
outsource the following all for a line item cost of only 10 percent, and this is just 
the short list:

1.  Complete customer service for corporate and leisure travelers.

2.  Product education, knowledge, and training.

3.  All staffing and personnel requirements, including salaries, benefits, payroll 
taxes, increases, health insurance, and support offices, desks and equipment 
for the personnel.

4.  Product packaging materials, ticket stock, ticket covers, invoices, envelopes, 
itinerary stock, etc.

5.  Product delivery and pick-up, and re-delivery expenses.

6.  All financial risks including invalid credit cards, bad debt, at 100 percent of 
the cost of the product.

“Over a period of several months, the airlines reduced travel agents’ commissions 
ultimately to zero. What the travel agency community went through was horrific, 
and it was overnight. But it survived and like all survivors, the strongest and 
smartest companies made it. Our corporate and leisure travelers now pay for their 
transactions and know they are getting precise, excellent service. 

“The airlines eliminated ticket offices and computerized with a system that 
favored their own products. Now they charge additional fees for tickets. They 
tried to buy corporate business and loyalty, offering large discounts, some as great 
as 50 percent, as one carrier tried to undercut the another, but it backfired.

“With mergers and more consolidation, there is less choice for the passenger. 
Today passengers have to pay for any and all bags they check, extra for an aisle 
seat, extra for a window seat, for a meal, or even a pillow. Imagine the immense 
cost to the airlines if they had to start servicing travelers again,” said Kostoff 
Mann. “The only correct statement from the ATA handbook is indeed that the 
business is radically different today than it was prior to 1978.”18 

Under regulation, every effort was made to ensure that no airline ever went out 
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of business. Congress was concerned following the troubles of the railroads and 
the bankruptcy of Penn Central that resulted in a massive taxpayer bailout.

However, since deregulation, many airlines today are only memories. Pan Am. 
TWA. Eastern. Braniff. National. Western. PSA. Piedmont. And, even no frills 
discounter People Express. During a 30-year period, 200 airlines have come and 
gone and investors and lenders have had to write off their losses. 

Since 2001, the industry has laid off 165,000 employees. Pension funds for 
thousands of employees have gone south, impacting the Pension Benefit Guaranty 
Corp. Taxpayers will pay to replenish the assets. 

 “Our airlines, once world leaders, are now laggards in every category, including 
fleet age, service quality and international reputation,” says Robert Crandall. 
“Consolidation will not resolve the woes of individual carriers, nor will it fix 
the nation’s aviation problems. Mergers will not lower fuel prices. They will not 
increase economics of scale for already sizable major airlines. They will create 
very large costs related to consolidation. And they will anger airline employees. 

“Given the recent concerns about aircraft safety, offshore maintenance of 
American aircraft should be prohibited,” Crandall adds. “Maintenance performed 
in the U.S. is done under more demanding rules and a far higher level of FAA 
oversight than work done abroad.”19

Legendary comedian Bob Newhart was a visionary when he recorded his 1960s 
monologue about the Grace L. Ferguson Airline & Storm Door Company. 

Flying Mice
Even mice are flying these days. When an American Airlines Boeing 767 (tail 
N320) was brought to Kansas City for maintenance on May 1, 2006, workers said 
they found dead mice in the emergency oxygen masks, nests in air vents, live 
mice under the seats, and mice feces throughout the aircraft. A whistle blower 
gave a video to KSDK-TV and said between 900 and 1,000 mice could have been 
onboard. 

Michelle F. Simmons in American Airlines customer relations said 17 live mice 
were found, and the number given the television station was greatly exaggerated. 
“There is nothing more important to us than the safety of our passengers and 
crew … the safety of flight was never compromised on this aircraft. Nor was there 
a health danger associated with this aircraft,” she wrote.

“We had to remove the seats and that’s when everybody saw mice running 
around on the floor. One ran down the arm of a mechanic,” said the whistle blower, 
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a long-time American employee. He also said that when mice would get hungry, 
they ate insulation and chewed through wires. “If they shorted themselves and 
caused a fire, it would go though the cabin so fast we could have lost some lives,” 
he added.

A log showed that on April 20 that N320 was at JFK in New York where 
mechanics noted a “mouse in the galley.” The plane was put back in service and 
flew to Los Angeles. On April 23 there was another incident, but the plane kept 
flying until it was brought into Kansas City 11 days later.20

Mice are not partial to any one airline according to Robin Urbanski, a 
spokeswoman for United Airlines in Chicago. The crew found eight baby mice in 
a pillow case after United flight 897 arrived in Beijing, China from Washington, 
D.C. No party affiliation was noted.21

A Ptomaine Thanksgiving
For Thanksgiving, United Airlines wanted to make a goodwill gesture to its 3,000 
union mechanics, baggage handlers, and other employees at Chicago’s O’Hare 
Airport, but five employees needed medical attention for nausea, and others for 
vomiting, after eating a turkey dinner. The unions criticized United for giving 
million-dollar pay increases and bonuses to senior management after asking 
employees to take significant pay cuts to survive bankruptcy. The catered meals 
ended when employees found the turkey was not edible.22 

TSA Screening Complaints Continue to Soar
If passengers are unanimous about one thing, it is that security screening is one of 
the biggest travel hassles. In 2003, Congress ordered the Transportation Security 
Administration to report its complaints. In September 2007, the Department of 
Transportation received 877 complaints about U.S. and foreign airlines, but TSA 
had 2,502 complaints about its service and baggage damage. TSA says it missed 
and underreported complaints when travelers were frustrated by busy phone lines 
and recordings, and e-mails were never properly handled.23

Michael Chertoff, head of Homeland Security, has not had uniform procedures 
at all airports. Some security screeners are government employees and some work 
for private contractors. Some are given proper training and some are not. There 
is confusion about liquids, plastic containers, quart-size plastic bags, and what 
is and is not carry on luggage. Screening lines are backed up because only two 
of six lanes are open. You can’t always trust what the TSA website says because 
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what counts most is how the policy is implemented when you are trying to board 
a plane.24

“Perhaps no other agency today so consistently and thoroughly reinforces the 
notion of government going through the motions without ingenuity or intelligence 
as the TSA does,” writes Newsweek’s Anna Quindlen. “Oasma bin Laden could 
get through the line if the name on his license was the same as that on his ticket 
and he wasn’t packing Oil of Olay.”25

Only the Federal Emergency Management Agency ranks below Homeland 
Security as the least-liked federal agency, according to the Associated Press. But 
a survey of 10,000 people by the American Customer Satisfaction Index, ranked 
Homeland Security, TSA’s parent, at the bottom, replacing the IRS.26

A November 2007 report by the U.S. Government Accountability Office, the 
investigative arm of Congress, concluded that TSA needs to adapt more stringent 
security measures, and that screeners repeatedly missed bomb parts. GAO 
investigators conducted covert tests at TSA checkpoints in 19 airports in March, 
May and June 2007.27

International Problems, But China Is Doing It Right
In September 2007, the general manager of the new Beijing Capital International 
Airport said that passengers arriving for the 2008 Olympic Games will spend no 
more than three minutes going through customs and less than 10 minutes waiting 
for a security check. He said that 95 percent of all arriving international travelers 
will wait no more than 25 minutes before entering the process of check-in and 
border-checks. As an added bonus, the airport will provide free food for any 
passenger who is delayed for more than two hours, and free accommodations if 
flights are delayed for four hours because of the airlines’ reasons. Another new 
service will be to send delayed luggage to passengers in Beijing free of charge 
within 24 hours. The Chinese government holds its people accountable and 
responsible. Michael Chertoff, U.S. airline management, the FAA, and members 
of Congress should take notice.

Sometimes rules are complicated for international flights and different whether 
leaving or returning to the U.S. Just ask Russian-American jazz musician Valery 
Ponomarev, who suffered a broken arm when he wanted to carry his trumpet on 
board an Air India flight from Paris to New York. The 63-year-old Ponomarev, 
who has lived in the U.S. for 35 years, kept his trumpet with him on a connecting 
flight before arriving at Charles de Gaulle Airport. In his protest, he obviously 
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blew a couple of sour notes because four of Paris’ finest gendarmes subdued 
him, broke his arm and held him in detention without treatment for six hours. 
Ultimately, the U.S. Embassy came to his rescue.28

Overzealous Italian military police forced a Caribbean steel band returning to 
London to leave a Ryanair flight because a passenger thought they were terrorists. 
The five musicians were on their way home after playing at a festival in Sardinia. 
One band member, who is blind and wore sunglasses, was led to his seat by his 
friends, where another read football scores to him. The five were the only Black 
people on the flight. They were stranded in Sardinia on New Year’s Eve, and 
to get home had to first fly to Liverpool. They missed the bus to London, it was 
too late to book into a hotel, and the band was stranded in the rain, carrying 
their steel drums. The airline offered them £100 each and flight vouchers but the 
musicians say that doesn’t cover the cost of their train tickets from Liverpool to 
London, and they want £800 for their distress and inconvenience. “I’m appalled 
by the way Ryanair has acted. It’s a disgrace,” said Jason Constantine, a band 
member. “It is not really about the money. It is the principle.”29

Southwest Airlines’ Crisis Plan Works
Since it began service in 1971, Southwest Airlines has never had a fatal accident. 
And after three decades of flying, its crisis plan was put to the test on March 5, 
2000, when one of its Boeing 737-300 planes with 142 people on board, on flight 
1455 from Las Vegas, skidded off the end of a rain-slicked runway after landing in 
Burbank. Authorities at the Burbank Airport and local police said the plane hit 
the runway traveling too fast, crashed through a perimeter fence, struck a car, and 
stopped on Hollywood Way next to a gas station. Airline and federal investigators 
said the cause of the incident had not been determined. In its statement, Southwest 
said: “It’s not certain at this time why the aircraft was not able to stop.”30

Southwest’s public relations department was praised by USA Today for its 
actions and response. “How its crisis plan worked is a lesson for any company,” 
wrote Marilyn Adams. While there were no fatalities, the crash triggered the 
airline’s first crisis response in 29 years.31

•  At the airline’s Dallas headquarters, five senior executives set up a command 
center. They fielded 100 calls in the first hour.

•  About three hours after the 6:11 p.m. accident, Southwest’s CEO, Herb 
Kelleher, held a press conference. 
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•  Meanwhile 50 employees were on a plane to Burbank.

•  “Job descriptions went out the window,” said Ginger Hardage, SWA’s vice 
president of public relations. Joyce Rogge, vice president of marketing, headed 
an aid team that had been hand picked and trained in advance. The assistant 
team set up a command center at a hotel near the airport. The morning 
after the accident, they began calling passengers and offered medical care, 
counseling, and even groceries.

•  SWA gave passengers travel vouchers with a letter of apology.

One of the few glitches in the crisis effort happened when a passenger called 
Southwest’s 800 number, and the reservations agent had no idea where to direct 
the call.

Southwest’s public relations team was tested again December 8, 2005, when 
flight 1248 from Baltimore landed in a snowstorm at Chicago’s Midway Airport, 
broke through a fence at the end of the runway and into a highway intersection. 
A 6-year-old boy riding in a car with his parents was killed when the Boeing 
737 slammed into the car. None of the five crew members or 95 passengers was 
seriously injured. It was the first Southwest crash that involved a fatality.

“Southwest’s safety record had been a major selling point, a unique proposition,” 
said Jonathan Bernstein, president of Bernstein Crisis Management. “Its 
reputation for safety, quirky-friendly service, and financial stability should help 
it move quickly past the tragedy in consumers’ minds. Any company that creates 
a cushion of goodwill with all its stakeholders before a crisis will survive a crisis 
better than a company that hasn’t done that in advance. And nobody has done a 
better job of that in the country than Southwest.”

Three hours after the 7:14 p.m. crash at Midway, CEO Gary C. Kelly met with 
the media at Southwest’s Dallas headquarters. He met with reporters again the 
next morning at 7:30 a.m. before leaving for Chicago with 100 other members of 
the airline’s “Go Team.” His first words were: “There are no words to adequately 
convey our grief and sorrow. … The entire Southwest family is grieving this loss.” 

Bruce Hicks, general manager of Alliant Group in Houston says in the past 
airline officers rarely made a public appearance, let alone an apology. “The lawyers 
used to be concerned that if you showed any empathy that you somehow were 
admitting liability and would end up paying some legal cost for doing so,” Hicks 
says. “But beginning in the 1980s, airline managers finally came to understand 
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that ... you have to accept the liability when you run an airline.”32

On January 27, 2007, another Southwest Airlines flight skidded off a runway 
at 1:30 p.m. and closed Spokane Airport for four hours. Flight 485 from Portland 
had landed and was taxiing to the gate when it slid off the runway while making a 
turn. No one was injured, but passengers in an Alaska Airlines flight which landed 
just behind the Southwest flight, were very concerned. “You could see the pilot’s 
face,” said Cynthia Dachtler, an Alaska passenger as she looked out the window. 
“We didn’t realize at that second what had just happened.” The Alaska pilot 
explained that after landing he immediately had to evade the Southwest plane as 
it skidded out of control. No one was injured. There was no public announcement 
or news release from Southwest’s crisis or public relations team.33

On March 6, 2008, the Federal Aviation Agency fined Southwest $10.2 million, 
the largest fine ever, for using planes it believed were unsafe. The FAA said 
Southwest operated 46 Boeing 737s on 60,000 fights over a nine-month period, 
while failing to comply with a requirement to repeat inspections for structural 
cracks in the fuselage. The airline denied the accusations, admitted it was aware of 
missed inspections, and that it wanted to cooperate with the FAA. Two inspectors 
told the federal Office of Special Counsel, an independent agency that investigates 
such complaints from whistle-blowers, that FAA officials who were responsible, 
ignored safety violations at Southwest and leaked sensitive information to the 
airline. Their concerns were raised as early as 2003.34 On March 12, the airline 
cancelled scores of flights and grounded 40 planes for inspection. SWA did notify 
the FAA, according to spokeswoman Laura Brown. Unlike its previous crisis 
responses, Southwest’s public relations department did not return calls to USA 
Today, even regarding schedule information.35 

No Crisis Plan for Dress Code
Southwest Airlines probably got far more exposure than it wanted from an 
incident involving Kyla Ebbert, a 23-year-old student at Mesa College, about 
how she was dressed. In July 2007, a male employee asked Ebbert to change her 
clothes or leave the plane she had already boarded for a flight from San Diego 
to Tucson. She was wearing a white denim miniskirt, high-heel sandals, and a 
turquoise summer sweater over a tank top, over a bra. She explained that she was 
taking a roundtrip the same day for a doctor’s appointment and didn’t have any 
other clothes. Temperatures in Tucson had topped 106 degrees all week. A flight 
attendant suggested she go to a gift shop and buy new clothes. She then offered to 
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pull up the top of her sweater and pull down her skirt, and the compromise was 
accepted. During flight, she covered herself with a blanket.

The media had a field day when they heard about the incident. Ebbert appeared 
on numerous talk shows wearing the same outfit. Southwest received almost as 
much publicity for the “cover up” as it did in 1970, when it outfitted its flight 
attendants in go-go boots and hot pants. “My daughter is young, tall, blond and 
beautiful,” says her mother, Michele Ebbert. “She looks like every other college 
girl in San Diego,” she told Matt Lauer on the Today Show.

Dr. Phil read an apology on his show from CEO Gary C. Kelly, which Ebbert 
graciously accepted, but found laced with double-entendres. She returned two 
free airline tickets. “Southwest was insincere in its apology,” said her attorney, 
Martin S. Reed of Anker, Reed, Humes, Schreiber & Cohen, Los Angeles. 
“Would they have used phrases such as ‘the publicity caught us with our pants 
down’ and ‘this story has such great legs’ if it was serious about righting this 
wrong?” However, the day before the Dr. Phil show, and Kelly’s apology, 
Coleen Barrett, president of Southwest, spoke at Texas Christian University and 
defended the actions of its employee, and was further quoted as saying the airline 
won’t likely apologize to Ebbert.

Ebbert, who works part-time at Hooters, was contacted by Playboy for a photo 
shoot. Before going public with the story two months after the incident, all Ebbert 
wanted was an apology from the airline. She now has her own website, www.
kylaebbert.net.36

Sailing, Sailing …
More people are taking cruises today than ever before – over 11 million in 2006. 
But all cruises are not like the television series’ Love Boat. Between 1995 and 
2006, more than 50 passengers died, fell, jumped overboard, or just disappeared. 
There have been reports of rape and assault. There have been shipboard fires and 
boiler explosions that have killed or injured passengers. Outbreaks of Norwalk 
Virus, also called Norovirus, and other illnesses, have ruined cruises for hundreds 
more. Engine and mechanical problems have forced ships to skip ports of call and 
create arrival delays, causing passengers to miss return home flight connections. 
Cruise ships have run aground, hit icebergs, and even sunk. Some ship passengers 
have been seriously injured, or died, on shore excursions. 

There is little recourse for passengers because most ships fly foreign flags and 
are not subject to regulation. The Department of Transportation could easily 
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create a database to list all incidents regarding cruise ships. Many of the top cruise 
lines have their headquarters in the U.S., but their ships are registered in another 
country. The thought of having such a website for consumers to check should be 
supported by the cruise lines, but would be fiercely opposed.

There are numerous blogs and websites on the Internet where passengers list 
the problems they have on a cruise. Almost every complaint you can imagine has 
been made by unhappy passengers: misleading advertising; misrepresentation of 
promotional items; poor or cold food; poor and rude service; dirty staterooms; 
cancelled excursions; itinerary and venue changes; food poisoning; thefts from 
staterooms; lack of supervision for children; dirty swimming pools; bait-and-
switch tactics; no special attention for disabled passengers; being “nickel and 
dimed” for incidental items; lack of regular housekeeping; bed bugs on blankets; 
noisy, rowdy and drunk passengers; no followup on complaints; lost luggage; and 
lack of professional medical attention, equipment, and facilities.

The $25 billion-a-year cruise industry has had to deal with countless lawsuits, 
including 2,100 in South Florida alone in 2001. Most lawsuits are filed by a small 
group of lawyers in the Miami area who specialize in maritime law.37

Is There A Doctor On Board?
Most ships have a physician on board, but all may not be qualified in certain 
medical specialties. While a ship may have facilities for surgery, if someone has an 
emergency, the doctor may not be able to help. Take the cases of two 14-year-old 
girls who had appendicitis.

Laura Montero of Albion, Illinois was stricken on the Dawn Princess 250 
miles off the Baja California coast in December 2007. The Princess Cruises’ 
captain sent out a distress call. The U.S.S. Ronald Reagan responded and sent 
a helicopter to bring the young girl to its hospital facility for surgery. Lt. Cmdr. 
Gregory Leland, the pilot, lowered a litter basket to the cruise ship and then flew 
Laura to the Reagan. She was given excellent care by the U.S. Navy, later reunited 
with her mother, and the cruise ship stopped at its scheduled Mexican ports before 
returning to San Diego.38

Elizabeth Carlisle of Ann Arbor, Michigan was not as fortunate on Carnival 
Cruise Lines’ Ecstasy in March 1997. The ship was two days out of Miami when 
she developed serious abdominal pain. The Ecstasy’s physician, Dr. Mauro Neri, 
repeatedly advised the family that she was suffering only from flu. When her 
pain grew worse, in Cozumel, Mexico, the family flew home where her ruptured 
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appendix was removed, and a subsequent infection left the teenager sterile.
The Carlisle’s sued Carnival and lost in Miami-Dade Circuit Court, but won 

in 2003 in the Third District Court of Appeal. This was overturned by the 
Florida Supreme Court and now is being petitioned to the U.S. Supreme Court to 
challenge a series of cases that appear to immunize cruise lines from malpractice 
of their on-board physicians.

The fine print on the ticket the family bought has a disclaimer that the doctor 
is on board only for the convenience of passengers. “He is not and shall not be 
considered in any respect whatsoever as the employee, servant or agent of the 
carrier, and the carrier shall not be liable. …” Dr. Neri, a resident of London, 
was an independent contractor with Carnival for $1,057 a week, even though he 
was introduced at a welcome party, wore an officer’s uniform, and his name and 
photograph used in all promotional materials. The issue in court has divided 
judges regarding the responsibility of cruise lines, and whether the ship’s doctor 
is an agent of the cruise line. “This is a very important question for millions of 
passengers,” says Charles Lipcon, a Miami attorney. “Unless cruise lines are 
responsible for their doctors, there is basically no recourse for passengers.”39

Crises With Independent Tour Operators
The rule of any crisis, or when there is negative or adverse media exposure, is 
to get closure as quickly as possible. Litigation only prolongs the crisis, and you 
never know how many customers you lose as a result of the story being told over, 
and over. All cruise lines offers shore excursions, but disclaim having any liability 
whatsoever for whatever happens on shore. Some ship passengers have died on 
shore excursions. One would have to question to what degree land tour operators 
are monitored, especially when a van or bus driver crashes, a small airplane or 
helicopter crashes, there is no emergency resuscitator on a scuba diving boat, or 
when a tour is not what it was promised to be. Land tour operators advertise their 
services to vacationers while they are on the ship, or the cruise line does it in 
advance on a website. 

A bus carrying 16 American tourists on a side excursion to Chungara Lake 
near the border of Peru and Bolivia, crashed down a 300-foot embankment in 
northern Chile and killed 12 passengers. All of the victims were sailing on the 
Celebrity Cruises’ Millennium from Valparaiso, Chile to Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. 
The independent excursion was not affiliated with Celebrity, the operator was not 
properly licensed, and the bus was in poor condition.40
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Celebrity immediately responded and reported the incident to the U.S. 
Consulate in Santiago, U.S. Coast Guard, and Bahamian authorities. The accident 
occurred at approximately 4:30 p.m. local time, and the injured were taken to a 
local hospital in Arica, Chile. The cruise line obviously had a crisis plan in place 
that it followed:41

•  A doctor, nurse and other staff members from the Millennium were sent to 
the hospital to assist the injured, family members, and local authorities.

•  Celebrity notified all of the emergency contacts of the affected guests.

•  A news release was immediately issued and posted on its website.

•  Family members of the victims were flown by Celebrity to Chile.

•  A statement was immediately issued by Don Hanrahan, president of Celebrity 
Cruises: “We continue to work with … authorities to assist our injured guests 
and the family members of those who died in this tragic accident. Our deepest 
sympathies go out to all of our guests impacted by this terrible event, as well 
as their family members.”

•  Celebrity scheduled a press conference at 9 a.m. the following day at its 
headquarters in Miami. Speakers included Hanrahan and Dr. Mauricio 
Lynn, medical director of Trauma Resuscitation and Mass Casualty Intake 
Management at Jackson Memorial Hospital.

•  Celebrity established two toll-free phone lines from both in and outside of 
North America for family members of guests sailing on the cruise.

•  John Krousouloudis, Celebrity vice president for marine operations, led a 
special assistance team sent to the ship to help its guests and crew.

•  Celebrity pledged to be actively involved in the investigation of the accident.

•  Celebrity released additional information as it became available and posted 
information as well on its website, www.celebrity.com.

2002 A Bad Year For Virus
Passengers on many cruise lines in 2002 became sick with Norovirus, or Norwalk 
and Norwalk-like viruses which can cause diarrhea, stomach pain, and vomiting for 
24 to 48 hours. The virus is spread through food and water, and close contact with 
infected people, or things they have touched, and afflicts 23 million Americans 
a year. During a several month period, some 1,000 passengers and crew on two 
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voyages of Disney’s Magic, and four voyages of Holland America’s Amsterdam, 
contracted the virus. 

According to Disney Cruise Line spokeswoman Marilyn Waters, the company 
offered a free cruise to passengers who became sick and to travelers who stayed 
in the same room as sick people. Holland America cancelled a sailing of the 
Amsterdam to sanitize the ship and to break a person-to-person cycle. Remote 
controls, clock radios, and even Bibles, were wiped down. Crew members replaced 
2,500 pillows and dry-cleaned, steam-cleaned and disinfected every surface 
aboard the ship. On its last voyage before the intense cleaning, 58 passengers and 
18 crew members developed symptoms and 87 of the 1,305 passengers left the ship 
at various ports in the Caribbean and were flown home.42

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, other ships were 
affected. The Oceana, operated by P&O Cruises of Great Britain, reported 114 
passengers and three crew members became sick on only the ship’s third voyage. 
Also plagued was Carnival Cruise Lines’ Fascination.43

While most of the early virus cases happened on ships cruising the Caribbean, 
in 2006 there were five straight outbreaks of ships sailing from Seattle to Alaska, 
and the Pacific Northwest cruises became the hardest hit. Nine major vessels 
representing five cruise lines sail out of Seattle during the summer months, carrying 
some 740,000 or more passengers. As cruise line passengers increased from 9.22 
million in 2002, to more than 11 million in 2005, the number of gastrointestinal 
illnesses increased. The average number of passengers per 100,000 afflicted 
between 2001 and 2004 was 42 in the Northwest, 17 in the Northeast and 29 for 
all other cruises.44

Fires, Power Failures and Pirates
One person was killed and 11 injured when a fire started by a careless smoker 
broke out at 3 a.m. on Carnival’s Star Princess in the Caribbean. Some 100 
staterooms were scorched and the blaze blackened dozens of exterior cabins. 
The ship carried 2,690 passengers and 1,123 crew members.45 Near Bora Bora in 
French Polynesia, rescue teams evacuated 127 passengers on Windstar Cruises’ 
Wind Star. No one was hurt and 17 of the 92 crew members stayed behind to put 
out the fire that started in the engine room.46

In July 2006, when the Crown Princess rolled and listed badly to its portside, 
passengers and crew were thrown to the deck, seawater flooded several upper 
decks, water gushed from the swimming pool, gym equipment and television sets 
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were flipped over, and shattered glass was strewn across the decks. The new $500 
million ship had just departed Port Canaveral, Florida on its way to New York with 
3,100 passengers and 1,200 crew. The ship righted itself before returning to port. 
Princess Cruises, one of 12 brands of Carnival Corp., posted a letter on its website 
blaming human error for the tilt. Initially the incident was attributed to a steering 
problem. Some 240 people were hurt in the tilt and 116 treated in hospitals.47

Holland America had problems during the summer of 2002 when two of its ships 
lost power. The cruise line cancelled the Statendam’s trip from British Columbia 
to Alaska after the vessel lost power, drifted for an hour, and had to be towed 20 
miles back to Vancouver. The cruise line offered passengers a full refund plus 
future discounts ranging from 25 to 150 percent of the cruise fare.48

A week later, Holland America’s Ryndam lost power at 1:30 a.m. on its way 
from Skagway, Alaska to Glacier Bay, and was at the mercy of the currents. The 
Ryndam previously had two consecutive sailings hit by contagious illnesses and 
the ship spent a week in port for intensive sanitation.49

In 2006, also on an Alaska cruise, the Norwegian Dream of Norwegian Cruise 
Lines, lost two of its four engines, was six hours late returning to Seattle, and stranded 
most of its passengers overnight because they missed their airline connections. 
The ship also skipped the port of Sitka, Alaska. Passengers on board who did not 
book their tickets through Norwegian had to buy new airline tickets.50

Modern day pirates are attacking both merchant and cruise ships off the coast 
of Somali. Between March and November 2005 more than 20 attempted hijackings 
and seizures were reported. At 5:30 a.m. on November 5, the Seabourn Spirit came 
under attack by two boats firing automatic weapons and rocket-propelled grenades 
at the ship. Miami-based Seabourn Cruises kept the 302 passengers safe in a public 
room and no one was injured. It was the first such attack on a luxury cruise liner.51

Antarctica – Crisis Plans A Must
Any cruise line sailing into the Antarctic must have a crisis plan in place. Tourism 
in the world’s southernmost continent is booming and increased from 6,700 tourists 
in the 1992-1993 season to more than 29,500 in 2006. The frequency that ships are 
having accidents is raising concerns among tour operators and environmentalists.

November 22, 2007, the MS Explorer, the first cruise ship built for the 
Antarctic’s conditions, hit submerged ice just south of the South Shetland Islands, 
took on water through a fist-sized hole in its hull, and sunk. All 154 passengers 
and crew members were rescued. The ship was built in 1969 and had made dozens 
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of voyages to the North and South Poles. In 2004 it was purchased by G.A.P. 
Adventures, of Toronto, Ontario, Canada, which specializes in unique, small 
group, outdoor adventure travel. 

Registered in Liberia, the ship had a double, ice-hardened hull, and its relatively 
small size allowed it to navigate among ice floes. “I’m perplexed that a hole that 
size caused that much damage,” said Sven-Olaf Lindblad, whose father built the 
Explorer, and founded the company that became Lindblad Expeditions, a partner 
with the National Geographic Society. “It’s very sad. I was hoping she’d be retired 
and become a museum somewhere.”52

When the captain sent a mayday signal, three ships in the area rushed to the 
Explorer. The closest, Norwegian cruise ship MS Nordnorge, had 200 empty 
cabins and G.A.P. negotiated with the ship’s owner to rescue everyone, and take 
them to nearby King George Island. The passengers were in lifeboats in six-foot 
swells for five hours before the Nordnorge arrived, and had everyone on board. 
G.A.P. arranged for the Chilean Air Force to fly passengers to Punta Arenas over 
the next couple of days. 

Within hours after striking the submerged object, G.A.P. Adventures had its 
critical incident management team at work. The company immediately began 
posting updates on its website and a voice mail message, listing all of the details 
regarding the passengers, crew and ship. Phone hotlines were set up to handle 
calls from passengers’ family, friends, and travel agents. Customer service 
representatives began phoning passengers’ emergency contacts. 

Since the passengers had only the clothing on their backs, in Punta Arenas 
the company gave each passenger a $200 voucher and made arrangements for a 
local department store to stay open after hours. While counseling was offered, 
not all passengers were aware of the service. The company mailed each passenger 
a $9,300 check as reimbursement for the trip and personal belongings lost with 
the ship, but some complained that this did not come close to covering the full 
cost involved. G.A.P. representatives in Punta Arenas did not have the authority 
to book seats on flights not in coach. While most passengers were thankful for 
the rescue effort, some complained about the evacuation, and overcrowding and 
broken engines on some lifeboats. 

G.A.P. officials had differences with its insurance company on how passengers 
should be compensated for flights home and refunds. The company ultimately was 
forced to defer to the insurance carrier. “Had we been in charge, we would have 
handled things differently,” says Susan Hayes, the company’s vice president of 
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marketing. G.A.P. has since worked to improve its emergency response procedures, 
including who should be called and when. It says its business remains bullish, with 
bookings up 41 percent, and more passengers than ever on wait lists.53 

A check of its website of press releases and “in the news” clippings during 
the year has nothing regarding the Explorer’s sinking, including even the 
information that had been posted on its website. Perhaps the home page says 
it best. The first paragraph is “What to expect from a G.A.P. Adventures Trip” 
and the last sentence is “Whatever happens, it’s best to remember that it’s all 
part of the experience.”54

Earlier in the Antarctic cruising season, in January, 294 passengers on the 
Norwegian cruise ship Nordkapp had to be evacuated after the ship struck a 
rock at Deception Island.55 A third incident happened December 29 when the 
Norwegian cruise ship MS Fram lost power during an electrical outage and drifted 
into a glacier wall. There were 300 passengers on board, no one was injured and 
there was slight damage to a starboard lifeboat and railing. The Fram was built in 
2007 and designed for cruising in Arctic waters.56

Because the region’s blinding sleet, fog, high winds, and treacherous seas make 
sailing treacherous for even the most rugged of ships, some experts fear catastrophic 
accidents and environmental damage. “If a ship like that [MS Explorer] can go 
down, it really should be a wake-up call about allowing vessels that are not ice-
strengthened and do not have double hulls, to go down there at all,” says Jim 
Barnes, executive director of The Antarctic and Southern Ocean Coalition.

While almost all of the tourist ships are small, Princess Cruises’ Golden Princess 
with 2,425 passengers sailed the icy waters in 2006, and was the largest tourist 
vessel to operate in the area. A paper presented at a meeting of the Antarctic 
Treaty recommended barring large cruise ships, but the Secretariat has not done 
so. According to Julie Benson, spokeswoman for Princess, the California-based 
company has scheduled four more cruises for the Star Princess, a ship the same 
size as the Golden Princess. In response to the fact that Princess does not sail 
ice-strengthened ships, Benson said: “We don’t believe that [ice-strengthening] 
is necessary because we cruise in the summer months when it’s relatively ice free 
and our ships transit only in open water areas with very limited ice floes.”57

The International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators has 99 members 
with a goal to promote safe and environmentally responsible travel. “Our concern 
is that companies outside the membership are not playing with the rest of the 
operators,” says Denise Landau, executive director of the association.58
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Listening and Anticipating = #1
Crystal Cruises is consistently ranked #1 in its category for cruise ships. The 
philosophy of Gregg L. Michel, its president, is to listen and anticipate. In 2007, 
for the 12th consecutive year, Crystal was voted the “World’s Best Large Ship 
Cruise Line” by the readers of Travel+Leisure magazine. 

Following 30 days on the Crystal Symphony, I departed the ship in May 2007 
at Civitavecchia, the coastal port for Rome. All cruise ships have transportation 
from the port generally to a central station where tourists can take taxis to their 
hotels or trains to other cities. We heard rumors of a taxi driver strike in Rome, 
which was confirmed by the hostess on our bus. She immediately alleviated our 
concerns saying Crystal was taking us to another location where vans had been 
reserved to take us to our preferred locations. 

In keeping with Crystal’s exemplary customer service, the hostess said there 
would not be any charge for this service and all gratuities had been taken care 
of by Crystal. She further apologized for any inconvenience. During the next 
several days in Rome, I met other people who had been on Mediterranean 
cruises who had to find their own solution to the taxi strike. One couple said 
their cruise line dropped them at the central point without any warning of the 
strike. They felt they were fortunate to find a gypsy driver who took them to 
their hotel even thought they were charged 10 times the normal rate. Another 
couple was not as fortunate, and had to walk nearly two miles pulling their 
bags on wheels. Crystal did not want to see its passengers inconvenienced in 
anyway, much less stranded, and anticipated and did what had to be done. This 
is customer service.

Crystal asks passengers to complete a questionnaire at the end of each 
voyage. Michel reads a report summary of every cruise with a tabulation of the 
questionnaires and sometimes reads individual comments. He also reads every 
letter addressed to him from a guest, and although he does not necessarily respond 
to each personally, someone on his staff does. He is probably more hands-on and 
connected than many senior executives in the travel industry.

The Ultimate Texas Hold’em Game in the casino was implemented from an 
idea that originated from the questionnaires. A land program was developed in 
2008 based on a letter from a guest. Another guest suggested in a letter that the 
spa and gym attendants continuously sanitize the fitness equipment and provide 
personal service with towels and water bottles, which was done.
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As a further convenience to guests, Michel implemented early embarkation 
on Crystal ships with a complimentary lunch, and a service to check hand-
carry luggage before guests’ rooms are ready. Each year he hosts a President’s 
Cruise and spends a few days visiting every World Cruise. He likes to meet with 
guests individually, and conducts a public question and answer forum open to all 
passengers. Crystal also conducts on-going research with guests through focus 
groups or quantitative studies. 

Michel hosts an Awards Gala for his top producing travel agents each year. 
During the several days of seminars for agents, he schedules meeting times where 
the agents share their clients’ positive and negative feedback. He also has been 
very aggressive in establishing and maintaining environmental “green” standards 
on all ships.

Responding to Problems Beyond Control
When you have a team prepared to respond crises can be resolved quickly even 
when not anticipated. This happened to Crystal on October 26, 2005 when the 
Crystal Serenity was headed for Barcelona, only to learn that Spanish fisherman 
were on strike and blockaded the harbor. To keep on schedule, Crystal hoped to 
go to Port Vendres, but the port could not accommodate the ship’s needs. The 
Serenity anchored in Barcelona harbor during continuing negotiations between 
the government and fisherman, and after much deliberation, sailed to Gibraltar.

Guests scheduled to board in Barcelona were accommodated in hotels there 
for two nights, and then flown to Malaga, an hour from the port. Because of a 
political situation involving Gibraltar and Spain, there was no direct flight from 
Barcelona to Gibraltar. Passengers were given free hotel accommodations and 
meals, reimbursed for two days lost on the cruise, given $200 credit for a future 
cruise, and free Internet access for two days to contact family and friends.

Departing passengers were flown back to Barcelona and re-accommodated 
with complimentary rooms and meals, and transfers from the hotel to the airport. 
Guests who made their own air travel arrangements were given travel assistance. 
Travel agents with guests on board were faxed, and all passengers onboard, and 
in Barcelona, received communications throughout the two day ordeal. The cost 
to Crystal was more than $2 million.

Doing it right helps you be #1.
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Are We Any Safer On Land?
Added to the spiraling cost of gasoline, the driving public is now worried about 
the safety of the nation’s highways and bridges. Following the rush-hour collapse 
of the 40-year-old, I-35W bridge in Minneapolis on August 1, 2007 that killed 13 
people, the American public was made aware of a deteriorating infrastructure 
that politicians have ignored for years. “Fully 27 percent of our 600,000 bridges 
have aged so much that their physical condition, or ability to withstand current 
traffic levels, is simply inadequate,” said Sen. Patty Murray (D-Washington). 
“Some 78,000 are structurally deficient.”59

At its current level of spending, $10.5 billion a year, only half of the structurally 
deficient or functionally obsolete bridges in need, would be replaced by 2024. To 
eliminate the backlog during the same 17-year-period would require spending 
$12.4 billion a year.60 Some of the most classic bridges in the country are in need 
of extensive repair, and there most likely will be more I-35W bridge crises before 
the backlog is eliminated.

China made a commitment in 2007 to have more than 6,000 bridges it identified 
as damaged or dangerous to be fixed or rebuilt. Of China’s 500,000 bridges, only 
1.2 percent was found to be considered dangerous. From 2000 to 2005, the country 
spent $1.97 billion to repair some 7,000 bridges. It also put in place a maintenance 
system requiring all highway and toll road operation companies to employ bridge 
engineers to monitor the structures. “In the past, designing a bridge needed at 
least one year, but now it usually takes one month,” says Xiao Rucheng, secretary-
general of the Institute of Bridge and Structural Engineering and a professor at 
Tongji University in Shanghai. “Now you can even find bridge designers working 
overnight to finish the task. Many bridges [in China] were designed and built 
20 years ago when designers did not predict the huge traffic flows today.”61 At 
the rate China is building new bridges it soon will have as many as the U.S., but 
almost none in danger.

Customer Care = Repeat Business
Deborah Gardner, CMP, a professional speaker and president of Compete Better 
Now!, Phoenix, Arizona, has been in the sales hospitality business for 22 years. In 
many of her workshops and programs she cites personal experiences. In July2006, 
she was the very first guest at the Shamburg Renaissance Hotel in suburban 
Chicago. “From all of the world traveling I do, I rarely get sick. However, as I 
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approach the front desk, wishing I was home in my own bed, the front desk clerks 
noticed I could hardly stand,” she said.

“They quickly checked me in and asked if there was anything I needed. Once 
I was settled in my room, the housekeeper knocked on the door to know if I 
needed anything at all. She was told by the front desk I was not feeling well. Just 
20 minutes later, room service arrived with a bowl of hot soup, crackers, a 7-Up, 
and a get well-card from the chef and staff,” Gardner said. “I was so surprised. 
I also was so impressed with the trail of communication from the front desk to 
the housekeeper to room service to the chef regarding my situation and felt much 
better just because they took notice while serving me.

“Collaborating in your department, office, or team, by taking the initiative to 
own your responsibilities is huge, when servicing your customers,” she said. “It’s 
up to you to take charge on how the customers are serviced. Do you think I will 
return to that hotel when in the Chicago area again? You bet I will.”62

Since so much of the success, and failure, of the companies in the hotel and 
hospitality industry depends on customer service, case histories, anecdotes and 
dos and don’ts will be covered in more detail in Chapter 14.

Summary Checklist
•  The travel, tourism and hospitality industry is one of the largest in the world 

and one of the most unprepared to deal with crises.

•  Peter de Jong of the Pacific Asia Travel Association said it best on page 151.

•  Crises are just waiting to happen for airlines, cruise lines, hotels, restaurants 
and tourist destinations.

•  Those responsible in Washington need to be held accountable for 
recommendations made by Inspectors General and others.

•  The heads of Homeland Security and TSA need to adopt what their 
counterparts are doing in the rest of the world.

•  Accepting responsibility and apologizing can quickly bring closure to a crisis 
and prevent exposure to tarnish the image and reputation of a company and 
organization. It also might save a lot of money spent for litigation.

•  Silence is not golden in a crisis. Honesty works.

•  Having a plan and team in place is invaluable. The team needs to rehearse 
and practice its roles so it will be ready as Southwest Airlines.
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•  The U.S. needs to look at what the rest of the world is doing with high speed 
rail, intercity travel and highway infrastructure.
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CHAPTER 9

WORKPLACE CRISES - MURDER, 
VIOLENCE, HARASSMENT AND 
DISCRIMINATION

The workplace can be a company’s crisis nightmare. Murder. Violence. Sexual 
harassment. Discrimination. Bullying. And regardless how prepared a company 
or organization believes it is, many workplace crises will not be prevented.

Every company, organization and institution should have, at a minimum, a 
crisis management plan in place and ready to immediately respond in the event 
of violence in the workplace. Violence in workplaces is increasing at an alarming 
rate in the U.S. Now colleges and universities, and schools must be prepared for 
violence, often by students.

Some two million American workers are victims of workplace violence each 
year. It can strike anywhere and no one is immune. Workplace violence is vio-
lence, or the threat of violence, against workers and can occur at, or outside of 
the workplace. It can range from threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults and 
homicide. It is a growing concern for employers and employees nationwide.1

Additionally, the crisis plan must be all encompassing and include harassment 
and discrimination. Regardless how hard a company tries and how much money it 
spends on education and training programs, it will always be vulnerable.

Statistical gathering sources do not include all places of employment. The Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics of the U.S. Department of Labor gathers information 
on work-related incidents. Fatal injuries were slightly down with 5,703 in 2006 
compared to 5,734 in 2005. The good news was that workplace homicides de-
creased to 516 in 2006, the lowest annual total ever reported by the census, and 
a 50 percent drop from a high in 1994. However, this does not include some of 
the more dangerous occupations, such as driving a taxicab or working in a liquor 
store, gas station, fast food chain, or 24-hour convenience store.2
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Robbery is the motive in most murders at food and drink establishments. Li-
quor stores, restaurants, gas stations and grocery stores that are open late at night 
and early in the morning are especially vulnerable because they deal in cash.3

When he was Secretary of the U.S. Department of Labor, Robert Reich issued 
guidelines to reduce violence and homicides for the health care and social services 
industry where he noted that two-thirds of workplace violence occurs. “Health 
care and social service workers often face aggressive patients, visit clients’ homes 
in dangerous neighborhoods, encounter violent situations in hospital emergency 
rooms, or face other dangerous situations,” Reich said. He added that guidelines 
will be developed for other industries, including the night retail industry.4

Some workers are at increased risk for workplace violence. Among them are 
workers who exchange money with the public; deliver passengers, goods, or ser-
vices; or work alone or in small groups, during late night or early morning hours, 
in high-crime areas, or in community settings and homes where they have exten-
sive contact with the public. This group includes health-care and social service 
workers such as visiting nurses, psychiatric evaluators and probation officers; gas 
and water utility employees; phone and cable TV installers; letter carriers; retail 
workers; and taxi drivers.5

Verbal Violence, Homicide Increasing
Verbal violence with threats, intimidation and harassment is now the single most 
common form of workplace violence, representing 41 percent according to the 
Society of Human Resource Management.6

Workplace homicide is now the fastest growing category of murder in the U.S. 
It is the leading cause of on-the-job death for women and the second leading cause 
for men. According to Workplace Violence Headquarters other physical violence 
includes work-related rapes, robberies, aggravated assaults with a gun or knife, 
and simple assaults such as fist-fights and unwelcomed fondling. The organization 
says more than six million employees are threatened, intimidated or harassed at 
work each year ranging from gender or racial slurs, and bullying, to actual threats 
of bodily harm. It believes the numbers are even higher because many companies 
do not report all incidents to the police.7

In an average week in the U.S., one employee is killed and at least 25 are seriously 
injured in violent assaults by current or former co-workers, according to a study by 
USA Today. The report said in nearly eight of 10 cases the killers left behind clear 
warning signs, but employers ignored, downplayed or misjudged the threat.
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The report found that many companies fail to identify risks or teach manag-
ers how to defuse tensions that can lead to an attack. “We found threats were 
ignored,” said Jeff Landreth, a senior vice president of Guardsmark, a New York 
security services company. He studied some 100 cases. Other experts say while 
companies are doing much to prevent attacks, they could be doing even more.8 

Before companies began beefing up security and had higher levels of work-
place violence, some even re-hired killers. In 1979, Randy Don Landin, a main-
tenance worker at Honeywell in Minnesota, strangled a co-worker to death. He 
was released from prison four years later and hired back by Honeywell to work 
in Minneapolis. However, after two confrontations at work he was transferred. 
In 1988, he left a death threat on the locker of Kathleen Nasser, a co-worker 
he allegedly stalked and threatened for weeks. Landin later killed her with a 
shotgun in her driveway.9

A firing is the most common cause for a workplace killing and occurred in 60 
of 224 fatal accidents in the USA Today study. Next was a fight, disagreement or a 
disciplinary action for being late or for poor performance. Workplace killers are 
different from the typical murderer according to James Alan Fox, a criminologist 
at Northeastern University. According to his research, 73 percent of the killers 
are white compared with 45 percent of murderers in general, and more than half 
are over 35 while only about a quarter are 35 or older in the general population of 
murderers. Most are male.10

Domestic Violence Carries Over to the Workplace
One reason that homicide is now the leading cause of death for women in the 
workplace is that domestic violence is now in the workplace. According to the 
American Institute on Domestic Violence, in 2001 the health-related costs of 
rape, physical assault, stalking, and homicide by intimate partners exceeded $5.6 
billion each year. More than 500,000 women are stalked, and 5.3 million women 
abused, by an intimate partner each year. Between 85 and 95 percent of all do-
mestic violence victims are female.11

A 2005 survey reported by the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
found that 21 percent of full-time employed adults were victims of domestic 
violence.12 Another study found that more than 75 percent of domestic violence 
perpetrators used workplace resources to express remorse or anger towards, 
check up on, pressure, or threaten their victim.13 Responses by employers were 
disappointing. While 66 percent of corporate leaders identified domestic violence 
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as a major social issue, more than 70 percent of U.S. workplaces have no formal 
program or policy that addresses workplace violence.14

Be Prepared to Assist Employees, Families
Workplace violence has created a new industry of consulting firms to help com-
panies identify troubled workers and potential problems. Unfortunately, all too 
often, employers make a critical mistake by believing it can’t happen to them.

Managers should be trained so they can identify “at risk” individuals. Consul-
tants help companies and institutions know how to recognize potentially danger-
ous situations.

Human resources departments have employee assistance programs to provide 
support for employees following a crisis and also help “at risk” employees al-
leviate potential violence. Psychologists and therapists, specially trained in grief 
counseling, should be identified and ready to call to assist victims, families of 
victims, and fellow workers. Relationships need to be established not only with 
hospitals that can provide emergency care, but mortuaries as well in the event of 
a death.

While human resources can provide tremendous support toward healing the 
emotional psyche of employees during and after a crisis, the public relations team 
must deal with the damage done to the company’s image and reputation. 

Trends in Harassment and Discrimination
Harassment and discrimination of an employee because of race, sex, ethnicity, 
national origin, religion, color, age or disability is illegal. Before Congress passed 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, discrimination was widespread. The Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967 added age to protect individuals who 
are 40 years of age or older. Title I and Title V of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act of 1990 prohibit employment discrimination against qualified individuals with 
disabilities in the private sector as well as state and local governments. Sections 
501 and 505 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibit discrimination against 
qualified individuals with disabilities who work in the federal government and 
the Civil Rights Act of 1991 provides monetary damages in cases of intentional 
employment discrimination.

The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) enforces all 
of these laws and provides oversight and coordination of all federal equal employ-
ment opportunity regulations, practices and policies. For any company receiving 
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federal money the Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) in 
the U.S. Department of Labor can be a source of help.

Because of openness in gay lifestyles, there has been an increase in the number 
of complaints against companies discriminating against male and female employ-
ees who are gay. The military has its own “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy which was 
introduced as a compromise measure in 1993 to allow all citizens, regardless of 
sexual orientation, to serve openly in the military. Passed by Congress and signed 
by President Bill Clinton, Pub.L. 103-160 (10 U.S.C. § 654) prohibits any homo-
sexual or bisexual person from disclosing his or her sexual orientation, or from 
speaking about any homosexual relationships, while in the U.S. armed forces. 
The policy requires that as long as gays or bisexuals hide their sexual orientation, 
commanders are not allowed to investigate.

Typically an employee will report discrimination or harassment to a supervisor, 
to human resources, or the personnel office. If the employer does not take action 
to resolve the problem, the employee has a several options. Every state has an 
oversight agency responsible for harassment and the employee has the EEOC and 
OFCCP at the federal level. Litigation is another possibility. 

“Race discrimination is the most filed allegation and consistently represents 
about 35 percent of all discrimination charges filed with the EEOC,” says former 
chair Cari Dominguez, who also was a former assistant secretary of labor. She 
also was director of the OFFCP where she organized and directed the team that 
researched, wrote and implemented the Glass Ceiling Initiative in 1990. “There 
have been numerous high profiled race discrimination claims involving intimida-
tion through the display of nooses, as well as racially motivated job assignments 
and placements.

“Gender discrimination claims, which also include sexual harassment and 
pregnancy discrimination, closely follow race at number two, of the most often 
filed type of charges,” she adds. “The women’s movement and the dramatic rise 
of women in the workplace have fueled the resolve to eradicate these prejudices 
from the employment scene. Sex harassment charges tend to get a lot of publicity, 
as we have seen through public stories such as those involving Isaiah Thomas, Bill 
O’Reilly and former New Jersey Governor Jim McGreevey. Often, these public 
allegations trigger other claimants to follow suit. 

“The Glass Ceiling Initiative, launched by the Department of Labor in the late 
1980s, and still in effect today, did a lot to remove attitudinal and artificial barriers 
from the workplace, allowing greater access and opportunities for all, including 
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women and people of color,” says Dominguez. “With shifting demographics and 
the graying of America, the EEOC has also seen the rise of other complaints. Age 
discrimination is one of he fastest growing claims, along with national origin, and 
religion, the latter spiking significantly following the 9/11 attacks. Muslims and 
Sikhs, in particular, felt a national backlash against them.

“The Americans with Disabilities Act, established to eliminate discrimination 
on the basis of disability, both physical and mental, has enhanced employment 
opportunities by removing physical barriers and making workplaces more acces-
sible to people with disabilities. While the Act protects people with physical and 
mental disabilities, it doesn’t protect alcoholics and drug addicts unless they are 
recovered and no longer use abuse substances.

“Discrimination and harassment speak to deep-seated prejudice and attitudi-
nal biases which can cause a company serious public relations, marketing, and 
morale problems that ultimately translate to losses in profitability, good will, and 
human talent,” says Dominguez. “Money spent on prevention and education is a 
sound investment. Protracted litigation is very costly and the image and reputa-
tion of a company can become irreparably damaged in newspaper headlines and 
on television.”

She cited a number of ways a company can illegally discriminate against an 
employee including:15

•  hiring and firing;

•  compensation, assignment or classification;

•  transfer, promotion, layoff, or recall;

•  job advertisements;

•  recruiting;

•  testing;

•  use of company facilities;

•  training and apprenticeship programs;

•  fringe benefits;

•  pay, retirement plans, and disability leave; and,

•  other terms and conditions of employment.
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Bullying – A New Type of Harassment
The Workplace Bullying Institute says bullying is four times more prevalent than 
illegal and discriminatory harassment. According to a September 2007 survey 
conducted for the Institute by Zogby International, 37 percent of American 
workers, an estimated 54 million people, have been bullied at work. It affects 
49 percent or 71.5 million American workers when witnesses are included. The 
survey of 7,740 online interviews reported than in 62 percent of the cases employ-
ers, when made aware of a bullying problem, did nothing and made the problem 
even worse. Perhaps one reason is that 72 percent of the bullies are bosses and 55 
percent of the victims are rank-and-file workers. 

Often the bully is the same gender or same race as the person being targeted 
and 31 percent of the time the bully enjoys civil rights protection, being a member 
of a protected group. Women are targeted by bullies more frequently than men 
(57 percent) and especially by other women (71 percent). 

“This is a silent epidemic that won’t change until employers recognize that it 
causes absenteeism and less productivity, and that affects their bottom line.” said 
Drs. Gary and Ruth Namie, psychologists from Bellingham, Washington who 
specialize in this field. They note that bullying annually causes a turnover of 21-28 
million workers and the additional cost of litigation.16

Pay Disparities Can Lead to Harassment Litigation
The Equal Pay Act of 1963 protects men and women who perform substantially 
equal work in the same establishment from sex-based wage discrimination. Nearly 
half a century later, this law is still abused and there are some companies doing 
business today who do not give women, and minorities as well, equal pay as their 
male counterparts doing the same job. Janet Conney sued the University of Cali-
fornia at Los Angeles for sexual harassment and retaliation for complaining of 
discrimination and won.

In 1998 she had a position at UCLA where she researched, published and was 
mentored by senior colleagues. In February 2001 she was promoted to assistant 
clinical professor at a salary of $103,000. Then three of her male colleagues, in-
cluding a supervisor, created a hostile work environment for her, being overly 
critical of her work, and making disparaging comments about her to others in the 
department, including suggestive comments to her about her body.

In July when UCLA did not receive grant funds in a timely manner, she was in-
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formed that they would not be able to give her the promotion. She was reassigned 
as a two-thirds-time employee with a reduced salary of $66,000, but maintained 
a full-time schedule. Her male co-workers were offered promotions and paid 50 
to 100 percent more. In 2002 her contract was terminated, and following her com-
plaints of sex discrimination, UCLA withheld her last paycheck and did not pay 
her for accrued vacation time.

Conney filed her complaint in California state court in 2003. On July 27, 2004, 
a California superior court jury awarded her $2.95 million in damages and found 
UCLA violated state laws by discriminating against her on the basis of her sex, 
and retaliated against her after she protested. The university contested the verdict, 
the California Supreme Court did not hear the appeal, and Conney received an 
award of $4.07 million. The story was widely covered on all of the major network 
and cable news channels.17

Too Much Hugging and Kissing
While there is good reason to be extremely concerned about sexual harassment, 
many school districts may be overreacting. The most recent is a trend through-
out the country banning any form of public affection, including giving a good 
friend a hug.

One of the most ludicrous examples of “sexual harassment” was when six-
year-old Johnathan Prevette was suspended for kissing a girl classmate in his first 
grade. The administrators of Southwest Elementary School in Lexington, North 
Carolina, considered this might be a “hostile political act.” They were soundly 
ridiculed by the media worldwide for overreacting. The offending Prevette missed 
coloring, playtime and an ice cream party.18

Megan Coulter, a 13-year-old eighth grade student in Mascoutah, Illinois, was 
sent to detention for hugging friends goodbye for the weekend. She got hit with 
detention again a few weeks later for doing the same thing in a “no-hug” zone. 
“We’re trying to educate our children in the very best way we know how, and that 
includes some training in socialization skills,” said Sam McGowen, the superin-
tendent of the Mascoutah Community Unit School District No. 19. Her parents, 
Melissa and Dean Coulter, met with school officials, presented their case and 
discussed the policy that led to detention. Coulter said McGowen was receptive 
and promised to look into revising the policy.19

In Prattville, Alabama, Madison Muir, a 12-year-old in the seventh grade, was 
sent home after giving a grieving friend a hug during a school break. Adminis-
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trators at Pequot Lakes Middle School in Minnesota give students a two-hour 
detention if caught embracing three times a day or four times a week. Kyle, Texas 
officials say hugging causes children to be late for class and distracts from learn-
ing so they discipline huggers. A junior high school in Iowa City, Iowa banned 
hugging because girls would hug in groups and stop the flow of traffic.20 

Victoria Sharts, principal of Percy Julian Middle School in Oak Park, Illinois, 
banned all hugging because “it creates bottle necks in the halls and makes chil-
dren late for class.” She said the hug ban is just one element of a comprehensive 
discipline and anti-bullying campaign.21 High fives may be next.

Most of these administrators are reacting to a 1999 Supreme Court decision 
that found school districts liable for damages in cases of peer sexual harassment. 
The case was brought by the mother of a fifth grade student who was being repeat-
edly harassed by a fellow student, and the school district took no action. Justice 
Sandra Day O’Connor wrote the decision: “We stress that our conclusion here 
– that recipients may be liable for their deliberate indifference to known acts of 
peer sexual harassment – does not mean that recipients can avoid liability only by 
purging their schools of actionable peer harassment, or that administrators must 
engage in particular disciplinary action.”22

Rob Horner, a University of Oregon professor who works with schools across 
the nation, has a dissenting view. “Schools need to define and actively teach what 
they do want to see in student behavior,” says Horner. “To say ‘no hugging’ really 
blows it. That’s exactly the sort of trap that, as soon as you say that, what is the first 
thing everyone is going to want to do?”23

School board members and principals and superintendents were admonished in 
an episode of ABC’s Boston Legal on January 22, 2007. Their ears should have 
been ringing as the writers made a mockery of rules and restrictions on hugging.

Intimacy Also A Problem
Mark Everson left as president of the American Red Cross just six months after 
he took the job to rebuild its public image. The charity’s board of governors took 
quick action after learning that “Mr. Everson engaged in a personal relationship 
with a subordinate employee” and “… the situation reflected poor judgment 
on [his] part and diminished his ability to lead the organization in the future.” 
Everson, is 53, married with two children and a former corporate executive and 
commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service. He was the fifth leader of the Red 
Cross in just six years.24
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Richard S. Levick, president and CEO of Levick Strategic Communications, 
Washington, D.C., compliments the Red Cross’ board for its actions and what he 
considers several good strategic decisions. He is an attorney and his firm protects 
brands and reputations during the highest stakes global crises and litigation

1.  They got it over with realizing they would have only a two-day news story. 
The first day announced Everson had been dismissed and the second day was 
for the media and public to analyze it.

2.  By dismissing Everson during a time the organization did not need any more 
negative publicity, it sent a message internally and externally that it is setting 
a higher standard, which is what should be expected from people who run to 
disasters, not away from them.

3.  The fact that he had not become entrenched in his job, and that the scandal 
broke within the first six months of his tenure was, ironically, a break for the 
board. It was easier to distance the organization from Everson.

4.  Had the Red Cross known about the allegations and done nothing, they would 
have set up a ticking time bomb situation. What if the wife or girlfriend went 
public, and the media and public learned the organization had done nothing? 
They faced the issue head-on, chose the timing, and the message.

“Organizations and companies – even those whose reputations aren’t as in flux 
as the Red Cross’ – can learn a thing or two from how one of the world’s most 
recognizable charities (and brands) handled this crisis,” says Levick.25

A Slam Dunk Against The Knicks
Anucha Browne Sanders took Madison Square Garden and Isiah Thomas, coach 
of the New York Knicks, to court for sexual harassment and came away with 
$11.6 million in punitive damages. Browne Sanders, who was senior vice presi-
dent of marketing and business operations, said she was showered with raises and 
bonuses for most of her five-year tenure, but fired in January 2006 in retaliation 
for telling the truth about Thomas. James Dolan, chairman of Madison Square 
Garden which owns the professional basketball team, insists she was fired after 
a series of marketing and budgeting failures, and that she had tried to subvert an 
internal investigation of her harassment claims against Thomas.

“I am extremely pleased that we have reached a settlement,” Browne Sanders 
said. “The jury’s verdict in this case sent a powerful and enduring message that 
harassment and retaliation at Madison Square Garden will not be tolerated. … It 
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has been a long journey, but I believe that justice has been done.” 
During the three-week trial, the jury of five men and three women heard 

Browne Sanders describe her ordeal with the Knicks. She exposed the club’s taw-
dry side from its dysfunctional clubhouse to its star player’s sexual exploits with 
an intern. Jeffrey Nix, a friend who was a plaintiff witness, said she complained 
that Thomas berated her with foul language. “What the f--- is your job? What are 
your job responsibilities, you f---ing ho?,” Thomas told the former vice president 
in 2004 according to Nix’s account. 

In opening arguments in Manhattan federal court, her attorney, Anne Vladeck, 
said Browne Sanders was “a woman who was fired from her dream job because she 
dared to complain about sexual harassment” and after Thomas initially abused 
her, made “an about-face and repeatedly professed his love for her.” Defense 
attorney Kathleen Bogas described her as “a liar who made up charges against 
Thomas to mask her incompetence.”

Thomas, a former guard for the Detroit Pistons who in 1996 was voted one 
of the NBA’s top 50 all-time players, told the jury that he wouldn’t stand for a 
white man calling a Black woman a “bitch” but wouldn’t be as angry if the same 
words came from the mouth of a Black man. When asked if he was bothered by 
a Black man calling a Black female, “bitch,” he replied: “Not as much. I’m sorry 
to say, I do make a distinction. A white male calling a Black female a bitch is 
highly offensive.” 

He did acknowledge that in December 2005, he tried to kiss Browne Sanders 
on the cheek at a Knicks game and asked “No love today?” when she pulled 
away, according to court papers. But he disputed her allegations that he asked 
her to “go off site” with him for private time. His attorney described Browne 
Sanders, a former Northwestern basketball star, as a physically imposing woman 
who was savvy enough to navigate the trash-talking world of professional bas-
ketball. Thomas later denied ever calling her a “bitch” or “ho” or that he was 
ever interested in her romantically.

The jury ruled that Thomas was liable for sexual harassment and that Dolan, 
the team’s owner and chairman, should pay the victim more than $11 million in 
damages for allowing her to work in a hostile environment. The jury was divided 
on punitive damages. As the two sides were prepared to return to the U.S. District 
Court they reached a settlement. 

Fraser Seitel gave his “Best Dressed CEO Award” this year to Dolan, “the 
sports CEO with the resolute pigheadedness to demonstrate his own brand of 



192 | Communicating In A Crisis

sartorial splendor, whether or not it costs him millions. … [he] showed up for his 
televised deposition in a grimy black T-shirt, rather than your traditional suit and 
tie. He proceeded to testify with a winning formula of arrogance, disdain, and 
condescension. Dolan’s video ensemble and performance must have resonated 
with the jury who refused to award Browne Sanders the $9 million she asked for. 
Rather, they awarded her $11.6 million!”26

Worked to Death
For years some employees have complained that they were being worked to death. In 
Japan, it became a reality. Death from overwork, known in Japanese as “karoshi,” 
has increased steadily since it was recognized in 1987 by the government. Accord-
ing to Japan’s Ministry of Labor, for the year ending March 2007, the government 
acknowledged 147 cases of death from overwork out of 303 complaints.

Kiroko Uchino won a lawsuit against the Japanese government which initially 
had rejected her application for workers’ compensation benefits she filed after 
the death of her husband, Kenichi. He was a middle manager in charge of quality 
control at a Toyota factory in Toyota City and died at the age of 30 after putting 
in long hours. He had worked more than 80 hours of overtime per month for six 
months before his death and in the month before he collapsed and died at work, 
he had put in 114 hours of overtime.27

Complaint Leads to Congressional Investigation
Halliburton Co. has been no stranger to members of Congress or anyone on Capi-
tol Hill since it has become the favored and most financially rewarded military 
contractor supporting the Iraq war. It didn’t need any additional negative media 
exposure, or to have its management appear yet again before a Congressional 
committee, but this is what happened when Jamie Leigh Jones of Conroe, Texas 
filed a federal lawsuit in May 2007 against the company, its former subsidiary, 
KBR Inc. and others. She claimed she was raped by co-workers while working for 
a Halliburton subsidiary in Baghdad in 2005.

Jones began working for KBR in Texas as an administrative assistant in 2004 
when she was 19. She later transferred to Iraq with another Halliburton subsidiary. 
Her lawsuit claims she lived in coed barracks in the Green Zone, and after endur-
ing harassment from some fellow workers, she was drugged and gang-raped July 
29, 2005. In an interview with ABC News and 20/20, she says the company then 
put her under guard, in a shipping container, and warned her that if she left Iraq for 
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medical treatment she would no longer have a job. The lawsuit says the facility was 
under direct control of the U.S. government, KBR and Halliburton, collectively.

She said she was held in the shipping container with a bed, table and lamp, for 
at least 24 hours without food or water and KBR armed security guards would 
not let her leave. Jones borrowed a cellphone from a guard and called her father 
in Texas. He called Congressman Ted Poe (R-Texas), who contacted the State 
Department. Representatives from the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad went to the 
camp where Jones was held and rescued her from the container. 

According to an ABC News interview, U.S. Army physicians showed Jones had 
been raped, but the rape kit disappeared after it was given to KBR security offi-
cers. Following reports by ABC and other national media that federal authorities 
did not prosecute the alleged suspects, and that the Houston office of the EEOC 
found Jones’ allegations were “inadequate and did not effect an adequate rem-
edy,” Congress became involved. Rep. John Conyers (D-Michigan), chairman 
of the House Judiciary Committee, asked the Justice Department to give a full 
account of its investigation and to tell him whether it has jurisdiction to prosecute 
the alleged attackers under the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act.

The Houston Chronicle reported that not only did federal authorities not pros-
ecute the alleged suspects, but that a Florida woman was also raped at the same 
living quarters in a separate 2005 incident. Sen. Bill Nelson (D-Florida) of the 
Senate Foreign Relations and Armed Services committees has demanded that 
the Justice Department provide a full accounting of the government’s handling of 
the rape allegation by the Florida woman.

In an e-mail to all KBR employees, Bill Utt, chairman, president and CEO 
of KBR, disputed Jones’ allegations. “There continues to be extensive media 
coverage regarding litigation involving a former KBR subsidiary employee, Ms. 
Jamie Jones. As transparency is a KBR core value, I want to share with you our 
perspective of the situation,” he wrote.

“First and foremost, KBR in no way condones or tolerates any form of sexual 
harassment. The safety and security of all employees remains KBR’s top priority. 
... Any and all allegations related to inappropriate sexual behavior are taken seri-
ously and are investigated immediately. In response to Ms. Jones’ allegation, an 
investigative process was initiated in Ms. Jones’ case and was subsequently taken 
over by government authorities in accordance with their procedures.

“While the allegations raised by Ms. Jones are serious, after a review of the 
case KBR noted inaccuracies in the accounts of the incident in question and dis-
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putes portions of Ms. Jones’ version of the facts. We have expressed our position 
in detail to the EEOC and some of this information is now public.”

“It is true that KBR expressed their position in detail to the EEOC,” said 
Todd Kelly, Jones’ Houston attorney. “I would love for the entire country to 
read that explanation of events with the same critical eye that they have viewed 
Jamie Jones.”28

Jones, who now lives in California, established a nonprofit foundation, The 
Jamie Leigh Foundation, which is dedicated to helping U.S. citizens and legal 
residents who are victims of sexual harassment, rape and sexual abuse while 
working abroad for federal contractors, corporations, or government entities. 
“We believe that overseas contractors and corporations should act responsibly, 
and be held accountable to provide safe housing and a work environment free of 
sexual harassment, and limit the potential for abuse,” she writes. 

“We believe that U.S. civilians who perpetrate crime while working in foreign 
countries should be held accountable for their actions. The Jamie Leigh Foun-
dation will assist victims through advocacy, education, referral and providing 
support. We work toward the day that no person shall face sexual abuse and 
harassment, and all persons, regardless of gender, will be able to work without 
fear, consternation, and safety concerns.” The website at www.jamiesfoundation.
org also has a link to the House of Representatives with her December 19, 2007 
testimony before Congress. 

Managers Need to Listen
Had Lockheed Martin management and supervisors in human resources listened 
to Charles N. Daniels the company may have avoided paying $2.5 million, the 
largest settlement with an individual in a racial-discrimination case handled by 
the EEOC.

“I have to believe it was strictly due to the color of my skin,” said Daniels, an 
African-American. “I was born in an era where I was told things are going to get 
better. We still have a long way to go.”

Between 1999 and 2001, Daniels, 45, said he was harassed almost daily while 
working for the world’s largest military contractor. In South Carolina, he said he 
was told he could be lynched or buried in a roadside grave where his body would 
never be found. One co-worker told him, “We should do to Blacks what Hitler did 
to the Jews.” Weekly Ku Klux Klan newsletters were distributed in an employee 
break room. 
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Threats and verbal attacks continued when he and a group of co-workers were 
transferred to Florida, and then Hawaii where they modified Navy P-3 patrol 
planes. At Whidbey Island, Florida, one co-worker told Daniels, a former air 
Force staff sergeant, that he and others could make a person disappear where he 
would never be found. 

According to EEOC investigators, a Lockheed human resources director in 
court testimony said she investigated Daniels’ complaints and confirmed that 
racial comments were made, but dismissed them as “Boys will be boys.” Daniels 
said when he reported his complaint to human resources and no action was taken, 
he was then reassigned to work in Maine. When he asked not to be forced to 
relocate, he was terminated.

“Lockheed Martin pretty much told me, ‘We’re Lockheed Martin. We never 
lose,’” he said. “Hopefully things will change.” Joe Stout, a spokesman for 
Lockheed said that the incidents reported by Daniels were “isolated” and did 
not reflect the company as a whole. Stout did not report what action was taken 
regarding continued employment, or remedial training, by the human resources 
people who cost Lockheed $2.5 million.29

A New Approach to Employee Relations
HCL Technologies, an outsourcer-company headquartered in Noida, India just 
outside of New Delhi, is setting a new example for the way employees are in-
volved. Vineet Nayar became CEO in 2005 and his management philosophy is 
“Employees first, customers second” even when he talks to customers. 

He established a 360-degree feedback with workers grading their bosses on 
performance. Nayar then took it a step further and HCL may be the only com-
pany in the world that posts the results on the company’s intranet for everyone to 
see. Employees can see the scores of their supervisors. His objective was to hold 
managers accountable for their faults. 

HCL is the fifth largest info-tech outsourcer in India and expects to add 10,000 
more employees to its workforce of 45,600. The challenge of attracting and retain-
ing workers has prompted many companies to increase perks and salaries, since 
there is little employee loyalty when it comes to paychecks.

Nayar’s team rated him 3.6 out of 5 for how well he keeps projects running 
on schedule and this was among his lowest scores from the 81 managers who 
rated him. And everyone in the company has this information. He posted his own 
scores before asking his team to follow suit.
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He also responds quickly and publicly to employee concerns, and posts on the 
intranet his responses to every question left by an employee. Nayar spends about 
seven hours each week, even on Sundays, responding to some 50 questions a week, 
and does not hand them off to a subordinate to answer. 

Even though HCL’s employees were the primary beneficiaries of Nayar’s inno-
vative management philosophy, some were initially skeptical. However, he has cut 
the company’s 20.4 percent attrition rate, once one of the highest in the industry, 
three quarters in a row and posted a 42 percent rise in quarterly net income, and 
increased annual revenues 42 percent over the previous year to $1.5 billion.30

Summary Checklist
•  No company, organization or institution is immune from a workplace crisis.

•  Have plans in place for murder, other violence, harassment and discrimina-
tion.

•  Look to outside consultants who are specialists in their fields to work with 
management and train and educate employees.

•  Identify and know how to call when psychologists or specially-trained thera-
pists are needed to assist families and co-workers of victims.

•  Have relationships established with local hospitals, emergency response units 
and others who may be needed in a crisis.

•  Continually preach the need for compliance and against any and all forms of 
harassment and discrimination. Leadership must start at the top.

•  The value of a company’s image and reputation and the public exposure of its 
“dirty laundry” must be considered with a trial. 

•  Educate employees regarding bullying.

•  Attorneys’ fees and the cost of a trial also must be considered as a reasonable 
solution to settling a complaint rather than with a lawsuit.

•  When you know you have a problem deal with it immediately, as did the Red 
Cross.

•  Be open to new and innovative ways to build employee morale and produc-
tivity.

•  Be sure all employees are in an equal-work-equal-pay status.

•  Insure that the company has an open door policy regarding any employee 
complaint and there will not be any type of retaliation whatsoever.
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•  Be sure to read Chapter 11 regarding crises in sports because there are ad-
ditional case histories regarding harassment and discrimination.
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CHAPTER 10

EVEN THE GOVERNMENT 
MAKES MISTAKES

Working for the government means never having to say you’re sorry. 
– The Cosby Show, CBS, August 10, 1998

Regrettably, how true this is. In many countries throughout the world, government 
leaders and employees at local, regional and national levels are held accountable 
and responsible for their performance. Perhaps if this were a standard in the U.S., 
there would be fewer crises, an increase in trust with the public believing what it 
is told, and better customer service.

There have been a number of different polls on the subject of trust, and one of 
the most extensive was reported December 2005 at the World Economic Forum 
in Davos, Switzerland. Some 20,000 people were interviewed in 20 countries, and 
public trust in national governments and the United Nations fell the most during 
the previous two years and to its lowest level since tracking began in 2001. The 
most distrusted governments were Brazil, South Korea, Mexico, Canada, Spain, 
Argentina and the U.S. Trust remained positive in Great Britain, India, Italy, 
Indonesia and France. The Russian government is the only institution in any 
country polled to have consistently increased trust.1

Before the forum’s poll, Porter/Novelli released numbers on a survey it com-
missioned that showed that 8 percent of the people believed the government to be 
a believable source of information. That means 92 percent of the American public 
do not believe what they hear from the government.2 In a “whom do you trust?” 
national survey of 1,003 adults by the Pew Research Center for People and Press, 
only 6 percent trusted the federal government. City-county and state governments 
rated slightly better at 14 percent and 9 percent, respectively.3 A Time/CNN poll 
found that 80 percent of Americans believe the government is hiding the truth 
about the existence of intelligent life on other planets.4
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A 1998 book by scholars at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government reports 
a 30-year decline in public trust in government. The authors cite four contributing 
trends: changing values; fear of economic change; the expanding gap between 
political elites and most Americans; and the role of the mass media. Negative 
political ads on television and a more critical and intrusive media increase the 
public’s cynicism and distrust.5

Government agencies and the military are at a disadvantage in a crisis because 
of a lack of credibility. The public must be convinced it is being told the truth. 
Because of this, crisis communicators in government need to place a priority on 
strategic communications planning. Unfortunately, all too often this is not pos-
sible because of the institutional culture. The typical public affairs office in a 
federal department or agency is headed by a political appointee, often with lim-
ited public relations experience or none at all. Few are experienced in long-term 
strategic planning and issues management. Many only know a political-campaign 
approach. This makes it difficult to win public support in a crisis when the opposi-
tion uses the most sophisticated, state-of-the-art communications techniques and 
retains the best available public relations professionals.

With more than 3,200 political firms and more “spin doctors” in Washington 
than lobbyists it is no wonder why there is such little trust. Or as Mortimer B. 
Zuckerman, editor-in-chief of U.S. News & World Report, wrote about Bill Clin-
ton’s former political consultant, Dick Morris: “He knows nothing. He thinks he 
knows everything. That clearly points to a career as a political consultant.”6

At one time the only crises inside the beltway were those such as former House 
Ways & Means Chair Wilbur Mills (D-Arkansas) frolicking in the Tidal Basin 
Pool with the “Argentine firecracker,” Fanne Fox; or former presidential hopeful 
and Sen. Gary Hart (D-Colorado), photographed with Donna Rice after chal-
lenging the media to try and catch him in an extra-marital affair.

Then there was Watergate and other crisis “gates.” Politicians began behaving 
badly and some members of Congress had to resign because they were sentenced 
to prison. Some high level political appointees also resigned for a number of 
reasons. The public trust factor in the government further disintegrated when 
agencies charged with intelligence and security shredded information Congress 
wanted to make public. In other situations key undercover operatives were pub-
licly outed. Then there are scores of crises involving state and local governments. 
Hollywood responded to a number of the crisis situations by turning them into 
scripts for dramatic shows, sitcoms and movies.
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One major problem in the federal government is that there is little manage-
ment or policy continuity. The White House appoints the officials who run the 
government at the various departments and agencies. These political appointees 
establish and manage administration policy. Career employees execute the policy. 
Many cabinet secretaries, assistant secretaries and agency administrators and 
directors leave before the end of the entire four-year term of the president. Few 
are in the same position for two terms. This means a constant change at the top. 
Few Fortune 500 companies could survive such disruption. For example, one 
administration could have a successful program in place and working, and a new 
administration with a change in policy may eliminate it, alter its focus or priority, 
or replace it with a new program.

Government leaders complain when they get “bad press.” This happens when 
the people responsible for media and public relations are inexperienced because 
few government departments or agencies have established standards for this 
position. At local, state, regional and national levels, no one would hire a lawyer 
who had not passed the bar. The same would be true for an auditor or accountant 
who was not a Certified Public Accountant, an engineer who was not a Profes-
sional Engineer, an architect who was not a member of the American Institute of 
Architects, or a physician who was not licensed. When it comes to people put in 
charge of public relations, very few in government are members of a professional 
organization.

FEMA Tried to Fake It
The Federal Emergency Management Administration had been under ongoing 
public scrutiny due to the way it mishandled Hurricane Katrina in August 2005. 
So at the height of the 2007 fire disaster in California, FEMA staged a fake press 
conference to get out a message that the organization was responding far better 
in California than it did in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. FEMA announced 
its October 23 press conference only 15 minutes before it was to begin, making 
it almost impossible for the media to be represented. Asking questions and pos-
ing as reporters were members of the FEMA public relations staff. There was a 
telephone conference line so reporters could listen but not ask questions.

Vice Admiral Harvey Johnson, deputy administrator at FEMA, stood at the 
podium and responded to softball questions asked by members of his staff who 
did not disclose who they were. Parts of the conference were televised live by 
cable-news channels. 
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While the staged scenario was going on in Washington, Homeland Security 
Secretary Michael Chertoff and FEMA Administrator David Paulison were on 
a flight to San Diego. The press conference that should have been held was right 
after they landed. But the questions asked would have been much tougher than, 
“Are you happy with FEMA’s response so far?”

While he arrived as the briefing started and participated in the event, John 
“Pat” Philbin, FEMA’s director of external affairs, said he did not “advise, au-
thorize or approve” the news conference, and accepted responsibility for what 
became a media frenzy once the media learned all the facts about the staged 
briefing. Philbin, a veteran of 31 years of service as a public affairs officer in the 
U.S. Coast Guard, was in line to be named to the same position in the Office of 
National Intelligence. He had a Ph.D. in communications from the University of 
Maryland and wrote a description of what happened and sent it to The New York 
Times and Washington Post for publication as op-ed articles. He said he regretted 
what happened and called it a “bad decision.” Aaron Walker, press secretary at 
the agency, resigned to join a public relations firm in Utah.

“I think it was one of the dumbest and most inappropriate things I’ve seen 
since I’ve been in government,” said an angry Michael Chertoff. “I have made 
unambiguously clear, in Anglo-Saxon prose, that it is not to ever happen again, 
and there will be appropriate disciplinary action taken against those people who 
exhibited what I regard as extraordinarily poor judgment.” 

FEMA Administrator David Paulison, a former career firefighter in Miami/
Dade until rising to become chief, called CNN to apologize, and called the brief-
ing an “error in judgment.” He also added that to prevent any recurrence, report-
ers will be given at least a one-hour warning before a press conference, and those 
calling in will be able to ask questions.7

Here is what Philbin sent to the media on November 7:
Setting the record straight about FEMA’s press briefing
By John P. Philbin, former director of external affairs for FEMA
Wondering whether a government action is the result of conspiracy or mistake, 

the smart money bets on mistake. Their furor over FEMA’s recent “phony” press 
briefing shows that many have become so reflexively cynical that they no longer 
even bother to ask. They simply assume conspiracies are afoot.

In this case, there was no conspiracy and no reason to hatch one. The California 
wildfire operations had gone reasonably well, especially FEMA’s efforts. There 
was no bad news to hide and there were no hard questions to duck.
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Here is what happened. There was pressure to inform the public quickly and 
the staff, exhausted from round-the-clock duty, dropped the ball on announcing 
the brief. I was busy with meetings and unaware prior to the briefing that report-
ers had been given inadequate time to arrive and the phone line was listen-only. 
The staff tried to salvage the event by asking the kind of questions they had been 
fielding that morning.

Mistakes were made by well-intended staff, and I made two. I did not ensure 
staff had made adequate preparations. And when I found out in the middle of 
the briefing, I did not intervene. Because I was in charge, I take responsibility for 
letting this hastily planned briefing go forward. However, neither I nor anyone 
else on the staff is guilty of any attempt to deceive.8 

Even the FBI Needs to Pay Its Phone Bill
If you don’t pay your phone bill, you get disconnected. This happened to the 
FBI, which owes tens of thousands of dollars to various telephone companies who 
finally cut off service because of nonpayment. An audit by the Inspector General 
at the U.S. Department of Justice revealed the unpaid bill to one telecom was 
$66,000. 

Many of the phone lines were FBI wiretaps used to eavesdrop on suspected 
criminals. The audit showed that at least one case involved a wiretap used in a 
Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act investigation. According to the FBI, wire-
taps are used in the government’s most sensitive and secret criminal operations. 

More than half of nearly 1,000 bills used to pay for telephone surveillance in five 
unidentified FBI field offices were not paid on time according to IG Glenn Fine. 
The latest audit is a series of reports from Fine’s office during the past seven years 
regarding the FBI’s financial and inventory management problems that included a 
persistent failure to account for hundreds of guns and laptop computers. 

“To tell it bluntly, it sounds as though the telecoms believe it when the FBI says 
the warrant is in the mail, but not when they say the check is in the mail,” says 
Michael German, a former FBI agent and now national security policy counsel 
for the American Civil Liberties Union.9

Air Force Flies Nuclear-Armed B-52 Across U.S.
On August 29, 2007, the Air Force flew a B-52 armed with six nuclear-tipped 
cruise missiles from Minot, North Dakota to Barksdale, Louisiana, and no one 
noticed the mistake for more than a day. Following a six-week investigation that 
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found widespread disregard for the rules handling nuclear weapons, the Air Force 
relieved four colonels of their command and disciplined more than 65 lower-rank-
ing officers and airmen.

“This was an unacceptable mistake and a clear deviation from our exacting 
standards,” said Michael W. Wynne, Secretary of the Air Force. “We hold our-
selves accountable to the American people, and want to ensure proper correc-
tive action has been taken.” The nuclear warheads were supposed to have been 
removed before the flight.

Not everyone considered this an isolated event. Hans Kristensen of the Federa-
tion of American Scientists expressed skepticism.10

The Feds and the Hemingway Cats
You would think the people running the U.S. Department of Agriculture would 
have more important things to do that worry about the 47 six-toed cats that live on 
the grounds of the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum in Key West, Florida. 

The 1851 Spanish Colonial house where the author lived, wrote and entertained 
scores of celebrities has been a museum since 1964 and in 1968 was listed as a 
National Historic Landmark. Today it is a major tourist attraction with 400 to 
600 daily visitors who photograph and pet the cats. All of the cats are named 
for Hemingway’s wives, fictional characters, Hollywood friends and colleagues, 
including Truman Capote, Zane Grey, Charlie Chaplin, Sofia Loren, Emily Dick-
inson and Archibald MacLeish. All descendents of Snowball, his first polydactyl 
cat that was given to him by a ship’s captain.

The Beltway Bureaucrats say because it is a museum and historic landmark, 
that it must have a federal animal welfare license in order to keep the cats. They 
make no distinction between the Hemingway cats and their larger lions, tigers 
and leopards in a circus or zoo, and contend the museum must have an animal 
exhibition license to keep the cats or it will be fined nearly $10,000 a day. “They’re 
operating illegally,” said USDA spokesman Jim Rogers. Museum officials say the 
cats are pets that live at the house. They already have spent nearly $200,000 to 
comply with federal animal regulations that require feeding them organic food, 
providing proper food storage, and a weekly visit by a veterinarian. 

According to Michael Morawski, the museum’s chief executive, the feds want 
even more restrictions, such as 12-to-15-foot-high wall similar to those found 
around golf driving ranges and ball fields. “When we told them that our Na-
tional Historical Site designation precludes us from doing anything like that,” 
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said Morawski, “they responded, ‘You’ll have to round them up and put them in 
cages.’” The museum did install angled screens on top of the five-foot brick wall 
that surrounds the one-acre property, and installed a misting system around exits.

The disagreement began when Gwen Hawtof and Debra Schultz, two former 
members of the Florida Keys Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 
complained that the Hemingway house-cat population was excessive, and there 
was a potential for cats to escape and be run over. Mostly the cats roam around the 
flowering gardens, fountains and louvered salons of the house and outbuildings, 
or curl up in kitty condos scattered throughout the gardens. They rarely left the 
property until 1999, when Schultz established a feral cat-feeding site a half block 
away and a few began disappearing and turning up at the animal shelter as strays. 
However, in 2005 there were 12 occasions when cats left the property, and two were 
killed by cars. According to Morawski, many of the cats are spayed or neutered but 
a few are allowed to breed to maintain the tradition and an optimal population.

Since the controversy became public, Hawtof and Schultz have unlisted tele-
phone numbers and are no longer associated with the SPCA. The museum has 
gone to federal court asking for a ruling. The USDA has declined to say why they 
started an investigation after decades of neglect from Washington. And the feds 
plan to have Terry Curtis, a veterinarian and animal behaviorist from the Univer-
sity of Florida, observe the cats’ mental state and physical condition. Locals call 
Curtis the “cat whispurrer.”11

Who knows, maybe the Secretary of Agriculture is a dog lover?

Boycott the Olympics - The Soviets Will Leave Afghanistan
In 1980, White House lawyer Lloyd Cutler urged President Jimmy Carter to 
use the U.S. Olympic Team as a bargaining chip to force the Soviets to leave 
Afghanistan by threatening to boycott the Games in Moscow. It didn’t work 
because Cutler and his staff had not done their homework. The decision and 
Carter’s response were based on impulse and emotion, and carried out in a less-
than-professional fashion. 

Cutler’s recommendation and Carter’s actions nearly destroyed the modern 
Olympic movement. Some journalists compared the action to that of Roman Em-
peror Theodosius in 393 A.D., when he ended the Games after 1,200 years. The 
athletes, coaches and administrators wanted to go to Moscow. The White House 
brought tremendous pressure to bear on the sponsors not to fill their commitments 
and even threatened the tax-exempt status of the U.S. Olympic Committee. 
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The result – the Soviets were still in Afghanistan four years later when it and 
its Soviet bloc nations retaliated and boycotted the 1984 Olympic Games in 
Los Angeles.

The ignorance of the president’s key advisers regarding the Olympic movement 
and protocol in international sports was exemplified two years earlier. In Athens 
in May 1978, the International Olympic Committee awarded Los Angeles the 
1984 Games. To show the world that the nation was supporting Los Angeles, a 
signing ceremony was arranged at the White House on October 12, 1978, so Presi-
dent Carter could host Lord Killanin of Ireland, president of the International 
Olympic Committee, and show his personal support for Los Angeles.

Present for the event were the IOC’s executive director, Monique Berlioux; Los 
Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley; John Argue, president of the Southern California 
Committee for the Olympic Games and one of the driving forces in bringing the 
Games to the City of the Angeles; John Ferraro, president of the City Coun-
cil; Deputy Mayor Anton Calleia; Robert Kane, president, and Colonel F. Don 
Miller, executive director of the U.S. Olympic Committee. 

Anton Calleia noted that the signing of the agreement between the city’s orga-
nizing committee and the IOC ended months of intense negotiations in which Los 
Angeles had been perceived by the IOC as challenging its right “to own and run” 
the Olympics. For the first time, the agreement was not executed by the host city. 
The USOC provided the guarantee and became a partner with the non-profit or-
ganizing committee. The U.S. government was not a signatory to the document. 

“Our hope was that being in the White House and with the president of the 
United States would build upon good will created in recent negotiations in Mexico 
City, and would serve to promote an air of mutual respect and cooperation,” said 
Calleia. “We extracted some unprecedented concessions from the IOC. It was 
time for us to be gracious.”

“When we arrived at the White House we were led into the Roosevelt Room, 
almost adjacent to the Oval Office,” said John Argue. “In every other country 
in the world, when the head of the IOC arrives, the red carpet is rolled out. The 
president of the country is there to welcome him. Lord Killanin did not expect 
that kind of reception, but he did expect to meet Carter.

“Jack Watkins, a White House staffer, coordinated the activities. After a delay, 
Jody Powell came in and said: ‘The president has no time to see you.’ Carter, who 
was next door, was a no-show. The fact that our guests from Europe were stood up 
by the president without an adequate explanation or apology was a slap in the face 
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to Lord Killanin and Democrat Mayor Tom Bradley. It was an almost impossible 
protocol faux pas to explain to our guests. It was truly an amateur performance. 
The president could have stuck his head in and told everyone that an emergency 
had arisen, then apologized for not being able to spend more time and left. What 
should have been a positive event turned out to be a disaster,” said Argue.

Calleia believes that Powell could have been more diplomatic. “Powell could 
have told us, ‘The president has become tied up on a matter of national security 
and apologizes’ which would have been accepted by everyone,” said Calleia. He 
further recalls that day marking the start of Israeli-Egyptian negotiations on a 
peace treaty based on Camp David accords in which Carter had had “hands-on” 
involvement. “After the contract signing, a former Bradley staffer then work-
ing for the president, Michael Pohl, took us on a tour of the White House,” said 
Calleia. “In the basement we ran into Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Dayan. It 
was rumored that U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and the Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Muhammad Ibrahim Kamal also were on hand. It is possible the presi-
dent was personally involved in these negotiations. Whether he was or not, he 
could have taken a time out to greet Lord Killanin and the delegations from the 
U.S. and International Olympic Committees and Los Angeles. The fact remains 
that we were disappointed he didn’t do a brief drop-in or send an apology. Lord 
Killanin handled the situation with poise and dignity.”

In spite of the embarrassing and frustrating treatment at the White House and 
the subsequent boycott by the Soviets, the Los Angeles committee went on to 
stage the most successful and profitable of all Olympic Games. Years later, when 
Argue visited the Carter Presidential Museum and Library, he noted with interest 
that the boycott is nowhere in evidence. “Apparently the Carter curators are not 
proud of it,” he said.12

As the world knows, 25 years later, the U.S. took over the role of the Soviets in 
Afghanistan.

Politics and Sports Don’t Mix
Forcing the U.S. Olympians to stay home from Moscow in 1980 should have been 
a lesson to all politicians that sport and athletes cannot be held hostage, nor used 
as a weapon when diplomats fail to do their job. When politicians interfere in 
international politics, the first to get hurt, and hurt the most, are the athletes and 
their coaches. Then there are the administrators who get passed over for office 
or appointment to an important committee on an international sports federation. 
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And, there are the referees and officials from the U.S. who do not get assigned 
to games. All of this happened because of the 1980 Moscow boycott. And, most 
likely it will happen again.

The Bush Administration committed another serious diplomatic faux pas in 
2006 when it announced Cuba would not be allowed to compete in the inaugural 
World Baseball Classic. Normally the State Department is responsible for embar-
rassing U.S. citizens worldwide; this time it was the Treasury Department. Cuba 
was one of 16 nations invited to compete in the prestigious tournament, and was 
scheduled to play Panama on March 8 in San Juan. Puerto Rico and the Nether-
lands were in the same pool, and the two top teams advanced to Orlando.

Since baseball became an Olympic sport in 1992, the Cubans have won three 
of the four gold medals. In the World Cup competition that began in 1938, Cuba 
has won 25 times, including 12 of the last 13 competitions. The country’s national 
team has even held its own against Major League Baseball. In 1999, thanks to 
President Clinton, Cuba played two exhibition games against the Baltimore Ori-
oles, splitting the series. Fidel Castro upstaged the White House when he said that 
any money won by the Cuban team would be donated to the victims of Hurricane 
Katrina. This embarrassing turn of events ensured Cuba’s participation. Treasury 
backed down. To add insult to injury, the U.S. team never made it past the second 
round, while Cuba, placed in one of the toughest competition brackets, went to 
the finals, only to lose to Japan, 10-6. 

Later in the year during election campaigning, a wannabe Senator from the 
state of Washington sought to bar Iran from the soccer World Cup. The Iranian 
team was scheduled to compete in Nuremberg, June 11 against Mexico. In an 
interview with Alicia Mundy of the Seattle Times bureau in Washington, D.C., 
Republican Mike McGavick was passionate, saying: “You cannot have this. 
Nuremberg is where the Nazis marched, where we held war-crimes trials, and 
that’s where Iran’s president will attend the game?”

During the Reagan Administration, the State Department had a senior position 
dedicated to international sports politics that liaised with our national governing 
bodies and Olympic committee. The job no longer exists, but is needed to help 
control outbursts by uninformed politicians who do not understand the politics of 
international sport.

Politicians and diplomats should heed the advice of Hispanic-American Phi-
losopher George Santayana, who warned, “Those who cannot remember the past 
are condemned to repeat it.”
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Take A Lesson From EPA Philadelphia 
Communicating is one of the simplest and best ways to keep what normally could 
be only an incident from turning into a crisis. Communicating is a must during any 
crisis mode. It also is essential in providing customer service. The Mid-Atlantic 
States regional office of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in Philadel-
phia is a model not only all governments should follow, but most businesses as 
well. The standards for communications that were established in the late 1990s by 
this office were even higher than those of EPA headquarters in Washington, D.C., 
and all other regional offices.

The outstanding customer service principles and the importance of personal 
communications skills are detailed in Chapter 14.

The press and media relations office in the Office of Communications and Gov-
ernment Relations adopted a new policy regarding when news releases would be 
distributed. As an oversight and enforcement agency, all EPA offices, in concert 
with the Department of Justice, had been issuing news releases regarding compli-
ance and litigation at the close of business on a Friday, or before a holiday. Called 
a “hit-and-run” tactic, most public relations practitioners consider this not only 
unprofessional, but unethical. Unfortunately, this is a practice used by most gov-
ernment agencies so no one is available to answer difficult questions. The named-
and-cited company is blindsided and not prepared to refute any allegations. If a 
publicly-held company disclosed important information with the same timeliness, 
it would be in violation of, and subject to, penalties by the Securities & Exchange 
Commission.

When the Justice Department lawyers strongly objected, a compromise was 
suggested that the home and cell telephone numbers of all attorneys involved be 
included in the news release, and they be available to answer any media calls. This 
created further outrage.

As a result, with the endorsement and approval of W. Michael McCabe, the 
regional administrator, a policy was adopted by the EPA press office in Philadel-
phia that the deadline for distribution of any such news release would be noon on 
a Friday or the day before a holiday, and that a copy would be sent as well to the 
public relations staff of the company cited in the news release. EPA headquarters 
and a few of its other regions subsequently adopted the policy.
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Summary Checklist
•  Never fake a press conference. Never have people pretend to be reporters if 

they are not.

•  Always tell the truth. Never lie.

•  Accept responsibility and be accountable.

•  Apologize.

•  Prioritize issues.

•  Listen and anticipate.

•  Do not mix sports and politics. Never, ever use sports as a vehicle for failed 
diplomacy.

•  Communicate. Establish personal communications rules.

•  Never use “hit and run” media techniques.

•  Set standards at the highest professional levels.

•  Remember the words and philosophy of Santayana: “Those who cannot re-
member the past are condemned to repeat it.”
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CHAPTER 11

FOUL! IS THIS ANYWAY 
TO PLAY THE GAME?

Sport, at any given level, has had its share of crises. One could write a book, or 
even volumes, about crises in the sports world. However, when there is a sports 
crisis, it receives more than a disproportionate share of media attention.

Every day a newspaper or broadcast journalist reports the story of a crisis 
somewhere involving a team or athlete. Many crises exacerbate and are headlines 
for days. O.J. Simpson. Barry Bonds. Major League Baseball. Marion Jones. 
Doping. Mike Tyson. Steroids. Michael Vick. Gambling. Cheating. Drugs. Lying. 
Murder. Sexual harassment. Discrimination. There have even been crises involv-
ing little league competition, the U.S. Olympic Committee and major colleges 
and universities. No one is immune from a crisis. Very few are prepared with a 
plan and know how to respond. And, if the crisis involves something of national 
interest, chances are that Congress will get involved, and there will be hearings 
with a media circus.

Sport bridges age, race, gender, nationality and religion. In some countries it 
even is a religion. Today it is one of the most powerful marketing and branding 
tools available. Companies worldwide recognize the extent to which sport per-
vades domestic and international lifestyles and use sport to promote, market and 
sell products, services and corporate images.

The earliest recorded crisis in sports involved the Olympic Games, which be-
gan in 776 B.C. The festivals were held every four years and continued following 
the subjugation of Greece by the Romans in 146 B.C. Nearly 300 Olympiads were 
held for 1,200 years until 393 A.D., when Roman Emperor Theodosius ended 
them because of rampant corruption. During the fifth century B.C., some cit-
ies rewarded their victorious athletes with prize money. There were cases where 
athletes accepted money from an opponent in exchange for conceding the victory, 
or just plainly taking “a fall.”1
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From Role Models and Heroes to Disgraced
Time and again, individuals who have become champions and among the very 
best in the world in their sport, have fallen from the pinnacle of honor to total 
disgrace. “Few aspects of American life influence young people more than sports 
and the stars who live in that dizzying sphere of highly paid men and women,” 
says Joseph J. Honick, of GMA International, Bainbridge Island, Washington,, 
and a frequent author of commentaries. “So important are these people as finan-
cial assets that their teams invest heavily in public relations efforts to protect them 
when they get into difficulty with the law.”2

O.J. Simpson was virtually sitting on top of the world. His amiable personality 
and natural charisma won him millions of dollars for numerous endorsements. He 
had been one of the greatest running backs in college and professional football, 
a Heisman Trophy winner, Associated Press’ Athlete of the Year, elected to the 
NFL Pro Football “Hall of Fame,” and was working as an actor, broadcaster and 
a spokesperson for a number of products. 

Then in 1994 he was tried and after a lengthy and highly publicized trial, acquit-
ted of the murder of his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, and her friend, Ronald 
Goldman. A California civil court found Simpson liable for their deaths and or-
dered him to pay the heirs $33.5 million. Following the trials, he lost his endorse-
ments, acting and broadcasting roles. He continued to be in the news with minor 
legal problems, but made headlines again in September 2007 when he was charged 
with numerous felonies, and robbery and burglary with a firearm. After breaking 
bail terms, Judge Jackie Glass in Nevada’s Clark County District Court doubled 
his bail to $250,000 and accused him of being “arrogant or ignorant or both.”3

Michael Vick was another great college and professional football player who also 
had it all. He was the first overall pick and the first Black quarterback taken in 
the National Football League’s 2001 draft. At 22, and in his first season, he was a 
candidate for Most Valuable Player and named to the first of his three Pro Bowls. In 
2004 his $130 million contract made him the highest paid player at the time. Addi-
tionally, like Simpson, he also had income from numerous product endorsements. 

Then in April 2007, extensive facilities for dog fighting were found on his 15-
acre home near Smithfield, Virginia. Vick and three other men were convicted 
on federal felony charges for illegal interstate dog fighting. At first, he denied 
any involvement, but then apologized, accepted responsibility, and surrendered to 
U.S. Marshals three weeks before his sentencing. He was sentenced to serve 12-23 
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months at the U.S. Penitentiary at Leavenworth, Kansas followed by three years 
of supervised probation. Judge Henry E. Hudson publicly noted Vick’s lack of 
cooperation in the early stages of the investigation, as well as his continued lying 
his drug use after conviction and while free on bond, and also ordered him to set 
aside $1 million to care for the confiscated dogs. 

Vick was suspended indefinitely from the Atlanta Falcons and from playing in 
the NFL, and ordered to repay nearly $20 million in bonus money. Three banks 
filed multi-million suits to recover $5 million in loans, and he is liquidating multi-
million dollar homes he owns in Virginia, Georgia and Florida. He still faces 
trials on separate state charges in Surry County, Virginia.4

Marion Jones was the fastest woman in the world and won three gold and 
two bronze medals at the 2000 Olympic Games in Sydney, Australia. She was 
considered to repeat for the U.S.A. in Beijing in 2008. On October 6, 2007, she 
pleaded guilty to two counts of lying to federal investigators and was sentenced to 
six months in prison. While she had steadfastly denied ever using any substance, 
following her public admission she apologized. “I have been dishonest. … I have 
let [my family] down. I have let my country down, and I have let myself down. 
… I hope you can find it in your hearts to forgive me,” she said. “Her admission 
is long overdue and underscores the shame and dishonor that are inherent with 
cheating,” said Peter Ueberroth, the president of the U.S. Olympic Committee.

Jones, who has a stadium named after her in Belize, returned all of the medals 
she won in Olympic and international competition, and will have to repay some 
$700,000 in prize money. “Jones will be remembered as one of the biggest frauds 
in sporting history,” said Lamine Diack, president of the International Associa-
tion of Athletics Federation, the world governing body for track and field. “If she 
had trusted her own natural gifts and allied them to self-sacrifice and hard work, 
I sincerely believe that she could have been an honest champion.” The IAAF also 
erased all of her records from the date she admitted taking the drugs.5

Barry Bonds holds the Major League Baseball record for total home runs with 
762 and most in a single season, 73 in 2001. He was honored seven times with 
Most Valuable Player awards, one of many records he set for the San Francisco 
Giants. However, if they are not erased from the record books they most likely 
will have asterisks. Bonds comes from a prominent baseball family. His father, 
Bobby, was a former major league all-star and he is the godson of Willie Mays, 
the legendary Hall of Fame outfielder who played for the Giants when they were 
in New York.
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In 2003, Bonds came under investigation by a federal grand jury regarding the 
Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative (BALCO) drug scandal. In November 2007, 
he was indicted and charged with obstruction of justice and four counts of perjury 
and faces a maximum of 30 years in prison.6

In March 2006, Baseball Commissioner Allan H. “Bud” Selig appointed for-
mer Senate Majority Leader George Mitchell to investigate the use of anabolic 
steroids and other performance-enhancing drugs by professional baseball players. 
In December 2007, after 20 months of investigation, the Mitchell Report named 
90 players, including Bonds, following some 700 interviews and 115,000 pages of 
documents. “We have the toughest testing program in American sports,” Selig 
told members of Congress during a hearing. He also said he hoped to complete 
his review of the report by mid-February 2008. Almost all of the players named 
immediately denied use of any drugs.7 

When Roger Clemens appeared before Congress and denied ever using steroids 
or drugs, the way the media reported the story, you would not have thought there 
was anything to write about in world news. Perhaps because Clemens wears the 
pinstripes of the New York Yankees, the New York Daily News ran 12½ pages 
about the hearing including both the front and back pages of the tabloid.

Accept Responsibility and Win
Anyone who has ever lived on a golf course knows the hazards associated with 
the location. I’ve not only had a number of windows broken by golfers, but some 
even came into my fenced yard to retrieve their ball. No one ever left me a note, 
accepted responsibility, or offered to pay for the damage. 

Compare these “anonymous” golfers with the integrity and ethics of R.C. Slo-
cum, the winningest coach in Texas A&M football history. Playing in a foursome 
with alumni and friends at the Crown Colony Club in Lufkin, Texas, he hooked 
not one, but two three-wood shots into the bay windows of a house located on the 
fairway. He soon made sure the owner knew it was his fault, and that he was going 
to pay for the damage.

“After what happened with my first three-wood shot, I couldn’t believe I hooked 
my second shot and broke another window,” Slocum said. It was the 18th hole, so 
immediately after we finished playing, I went to the house and rang the doorbell. 
When the owner answered, I explained what happened, and said I wanted to pay 
for the broken windows. She invited me in, we had a nice visit and I was told to 
always stop by anytime I was in Lufkin.”
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The lady, Jessie Jordan, was the widow of Leland Jordan, a pioneer in the Ku-
wait oil industry. Because of Slocum’s honesty and the friendship that developed, 
she endowed the Leland and Jessie Jordan Institute for International Studies 
at Texas A&M. “She was a wonderful lady, well traveled, and very interesting,” 
Slocum added. “When she made the gift during a luncheon in her honor, she had 
only one stipulation, and that was that Coach Slocum not be allowed to play on 
her golf course.”

Leadership When Most Needed
Slocum’s leadership and character was evident not just on the playing field. As the 
Aggies’ head football coach, he never had a losing season in 14 years, and from 
1989-2002 he compiled a record of 123-47-2, won four conference championships, 
three times was named Southwest Conference Coach of the Year, and reached 
100 wins faster than any other active coach.

When Texas A&M named him head coach, Slocum inherited a program that 
twice had been on probation, was corrupt, and under severe sanctions from the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association. He was known for playing strictly by the 
rules. “I wouldn’t trade winning a game or two for my reputation as a person,” he 
said. “From day one, I’m going to do things the way I think they should be done. I 
can walk away and look myself in the mirror and say ‘We did it the right way.’”

Tradition is one of the most important elements of Aggie culture. For 90 years, 
Texas A&M students built and burned a Bonfire on campus before the big game 
against the University of Texas. Disaster struck at 2:30 a.m. on November 18, 1999, 
when the 40-foot high stack of some 5,000 logs collapsed. Of the 58 students work-
ing to build the Bonfire, 12 were killed and 27 were injured. Slocum called a team 
meeting that morning and cancelled practice. He soon had the entire A&M football 
team on the site, working to assist rescue workers and manually removing the logs.

The administration of the university did not have a crisis management and 
communications plan in place, and Slocum knew the importance of having key 
spokespersons and everyone having the same message, especially with 50 satellite 
television trucks and some hundred journalists on campus. He brought the play-
ers and coaches together and told them to expect to be cornered by reporters for 
a quote. He named one player from the defensive team and one from the offensive 
team who would be trained and to whom all reporters would be directed. They 
would speak for all of the players, and Slocum would speak for the coaches, and 
the message would be controlled.
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The university held a memorial service on the night the Bonfire would have 
burned. More than 100,000 mourners carried white candles to the site of the di-
saster and then marched to the football stadium. Slocum delivered a passionate 
speech to comfort the mourners and instill pride in the school. The next day the 
A&M football team defeated arch-rival Texas. 

If I were asked to name role models for coaches, R.C. Slocum would be at the 
top of the list. Others who were part of his coaching team are like a “who’s who” 
list in football and include the current A&M coach, Mike Sherman, former head 
coach of the Green Bay Packers; Bob Davie, former head coach of Notre Dame; 
Bob Toledo, who coached UCLA and now Tulane; Tommy Tuberville, Univer-
sity of Mississippi and now Auburn; Gary Kubiak, current Houston Texans head 
coach; Phil Bennett who coached Southern Methodist University; Mike Hank-
witz, formerly at University of Arizona; Kevin Sumlin, currently at the University 
of Houston, and many others who have important assistant coaching positions in 
the National Football League and in colleges.

A New President, A New Athletic Director, A New Coach
In 2002, R.C. Slocum had two new bosses. In August, Robert Gates, who headed 
the CIA under President George H. W. Bush and later became Secretary of De-
fense for his son, was named president of Texas A&M. At the end of the season, 
Bill Byrne became athletic director, the same position he held at University of 
Nebraska. Gates and Byrne lured Dennis Franchione from the University of Ala-
bama for $2 million a year. In 1998, Franchione left Texas Christian University to 
coach at Alabama and inherited a program sanctioned by the NCAA that banned 
playing in post-season bowl games for two years, reduced 21 scholarships over 
three years, and probation for five year. He turned the program around, and in 
2002 Alabama officials rewarded him with a 10-year contract extension worth $15 
million. After publicly stating he would not leave Alabama, Franchione resigned, 
accepted the A&M job, and never returned to Tuscaloosa. He told his players of 
his decision during a video teleconference.

During his five years at Texas A&M, Franchione posted a record of 32-28, only 
two winning seasons, a 19-21 record in the conference and one that was never 
ranked in the postseason national polls. During the 2004 season, Franchione 
started a secret e-mail newsletter to fans that included information regarding 
specific injuries, recruiting information, and his critical assessments of players. 
The recipients paid $1,000 a year and had to pledge that information in the news-
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letter would not be used for gambling. The newsletter became a public issue on 
September 27, 2007, when a reporter from the San Antonio Express-News gave a 
copy to Byrne. 

The last issue of the newsletter, dated September 13, 2007, revealed that the 
$2 million-a-year coach earned a net profit of $37,806.32 from the newsletter. 
Several days later the coach apologized to the team, and his personal assistant, 
Mike McKenzie, who wrote the newsletter, was terminated. 

Mike Sherman, who twice had served as Slocum’s offensive line coach, was 
brought back to campus to take over the head coaching reins. Since 2002, Slo-
cum’s last year coaching, he has continued to serve A&M as a special advisor to 
the president of the university.

How Much Is Enough?
While college football exists only because there is an academic institution, the 
coaches make far more than the presidents, chancellors or internationally promi-
nent and award-winning professors. The average coach’s salary is more than $1 
million compared to less than $400,000 for the chief administrator. Many coaches 
are being paid more than $2 and $3 million. They also receive additional income 
from media, shoe and apparel contracts and other outside sources. A Knight 
Commission Report of more than 2,000 faculty members at institutions’ with the 
most visible athletic programs, said that salaries paid to head football and basket-
ball coaches are excessive, and the financial needs of athletes get higher priority 
than academic needs.8 

Some are even being paid not to coach. And some universities are paying 
coaches they fired who didn’t perform as well as the new coaches who promise 
championships. Two weeks after firing Bob Davie as its head football coach, 
Notre Dame lured George O’Leary away from Georgia Tech. But on December 
15, 2001, only five days after being hired and having never coached the Irish in 
even one game, O’Leary resigned when discrepancies were discovered on his 
resume. The year before, he had signed a new six-year contract at Georgia Tech 
for $1.1 million a year and Notre Dame was responsible for paying a $1.5 million 
buyout to hire him.9

Mike Price is another coach who never coached a game after being hired by 
Alabama. In December 2002, he left Washington State to replace Texas A&M-
bound Dennis Franchione. In May 2003, Price’s contract was rescinded after 
news reports of an incident in Pensacola, Florida. A story in Sports Illustrated 
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said Price had been seen at a strip club “making it rain,” yelling “Roll Tide, Roll!” 
and allegedly later checking into a hotel with at least one exotic dancer. Price filed 
a $20 million libel and defamation suit against the magazine and purportedly 
settled two years later for $12 million.10

Loyalty, Commitments and Ethics
So many college coaches today go to the highest bidder, even after signing long 
term contracts and telling their teams, administrators and fans that they have no 
intention of ever leaving. The presidents, chancellors and athletic directors who 
proselytize and encourage coaches to breach existing contracts are even guiltier 
than the rich-wannabe-richer coaches. If academia is supposed to be the bastion 
of ethics and integrity, then the leaders in higher education need to lead by ex-
ample. In every situation you would expect the university seeking to hire a new 
coach would ask permission from the university where the coach is under contract 
before making any contact. However, this does not always happen. 

In professional sports, if one team approaches the coach of another without 
permission, there are major penalties including heavy fines and potential loss of 
draft choices. Perhaps this is needed in intercollegiate sports as well. Quickly the 
words ethics, integrity, loyalty, breach of contract and commitment are disappear-
ing from the higher education vocabulary.

A role model for loyalty is Joe Paterno who is nearing 60 years on the football staff 
at Penn State University. He is not paid mega millions like scores of his counter-
parts. His reported salary is only $512,664. As with other coaches, he does receive 
additional income from endorsements and personal appearances, but his total com-
pensation would be modest compared to other coaches. When he was promoted 
from assistant to head coach in 1966 he was paid $20,000. Paterno has endowed his 
university with gifts of more than $4 million for faculty positions, scholarships and 
to support two building projects. The profits from the sale of Joe Paterno mugs, 
T-shirts and other products have gone to the university library. He and his wife also 
contribute time and money to other major fund-raising initiatives.

The Hall of Fame coach has a record of 373 wins, 124 losses and 3 ties. His 
loyalty to Penn State is so strong that he turned down offers to coach in the NFL 
with the Pittsburgh Steelers in 1969, and the New England Patriots in 1972. The 
latter included an ownership position.

After 20 years as head football coach at West Virginia University, Don Nehlen 
retired as college’s 17th winningest football coach. The Mountaineers hired Rich 
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Rodriguez who was a walk-on when he was a student, and earned a scholarship 
playing for Nehlen. After seven successful seasons, on December 16, 2007, one 
year after signing a new seven-year contract and vowing his undying love to his 
team, the state and the university, without notice, he accepted a job at University 
of Michigan for more than $2 million a year. Reportedly, no one at Michigan 
asked permission to approach Rodriguez, nor did he ask permission of his supe-
riors to contact Michigan.

WVU filed suit in Monongalia County Circuit Court for $4 million for breach of 
contract and a buyout clause in the contract. In January 2008, Rodriguez offered 
$1.5 million as a “gesture of good faith.” The final amount will be determined in 
court. During the controversy, two signs proclaiming Grant Town, West Virginia, 
population of 1,000, as the hometown of Rich Rodriguez, were taken down.11

Less than a year earlier, Michigan hired West Virginia’s head basketball coach, 
John Beilein, who had five years remaining on his contract. Beilein paid WVU 
$1.5 million for the penalty in his contract. A year earlier when another university 
sought to hire him, negotiations broke down over the buyout clause. His predeces-
sor, Gale Catlett, who also played for and graduated from WVU, coached the 
Mountaineers for 24 years.12 

Who Can You Trust?
Can you trust a basketball referee who cheats on his income tax? Or one who is 
a gambler and bets on games? People responsible for officiating the conduct of a 
sport should have the highest standards of ethics and integrity. The National Bas-
ketball Association was rocked with a scandal in 1997 when referees were taking 
first-class airline tickets given them by the league, downgrading them to cheaper 
fares, pocketing the difference, and not reporting the gain as income.

Then in 2007, a story by columnist Murray Weiss in the New York Post reported 
an FBI investigation into allegations of Tim Donaghy, a 13-year NBA referee, 
betting on games to control the point spread.13 Donaghy placed tens of thousands 
of dollars in bets on games during the 2005-06 and 2006-07 seasons and had 
been approached by lower level mob associates to work on a gambling scheme.14 
Donaghy resigned from the league after officiating 772 regular season and 20 
playoff games prior to reports of the FBI investigation. 

He was one of the game referees between the Detroit Pistons and Indiana Pacers 
at the Palace of Auburn Hills in November 19, 2004 when Pacers’ players went into 
the stands and fought with Pistons fans. On August 15, 2007, Donaghy pleaded 
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guilty to two federal charges but could face more at the state level if it is determined 
that he deliberately miscalled individual games to control the point spread.15

In the airline ticket downgrading crisis, the referee’s union contract allowed 
the officials to do just that as a way of supplementing their incomes, but the In-
ternal Revenue Service required them to report the excess reimbursements as 
income on their tax returns. More than a dozen pleaded guilty, were fined several 
thousand dollars, put on probation, and ordered to pay back taxes on unreported 
income plus interest. Several were reinstated by NBA Commissioner David Stern. 
Henry Clinger “Hank” Armstrong of Virginia Beach, Virginia, Jesse Kersey of 
Williamsburg, Virginia, George T. Toliver of Harrisonburg, Virginia and Mike 
Mathis of Cleveland, Ohio lost their jobs.16

Bill Belichick and the Jets
When Bill Belichick got caught videotaping and stealing the signals of the New 
York Jets in the opening game of the season for the New England Patriots, it 
wasn’t the first time he had a conflict with the Jets. In 1997 he was an assistant 
coach of New England when the Patriots lost Super Bowl XXXI to Green Bay 
35-21. He followed head coach Bill Parcells to the Jets, and was to be named head 
coach two years later when Parcells stepped down. During the press conference 
to announce his promotion, Belichick told the media he had accepted an offer to 
return to New England as head coach. Parcells and the Jets claimed he was still 
under contract, and demanded compensation from the Patriots. NFL Commis-
sioner Paul Tagliabue agreed and gave the Jets a first-round draft pick in 2000.17

Matt Estrella, New England video assistant, was caught just before halftime 
allegedly taping hand signals from the Jets’ defensive coaches on the sideline, 
defying an edict from NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell who had warned teams 
before the season that the would not tolerate cheating. Several teams had sus-
pected the Patriots of stealing signs. A former assistant coach under Belichick, 
Eric Mangini, was coaching with the Jets and his information was given to an 
NFL security official. It took Goodell only five days to react to the spying incident 
and most people felt his penalty was too light: $500,000 for Belichick, $250,000 
for the team, and the loss of a first round draft pick. Coaches and management at 
other teams, fans and media felt Belichick should have been suspended for one 
or two games and more draft choices forfeited. Some felt the league should have 
overturned New England’s 38-14 victory.

The following week, Belichick apologized to his players, and then with a writ-
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ten statement to the public. Controversy grew during the season as New England 
continued to win and the media began comparing the Patriots to the 1972 Miami 
Dolphins team that went undefeated in 17 games and won Super Bowl XLII. Don 
Shula, the Dolphins coach, said a perfect New England season would be tainted 
by what some called Spygate and there should be an asterisk in the record book. 
The New York Giants took care of that with a 17-14 win over the heavily favored 
Patriots in the Super Bowl.18 

A New York Jets fan and season-ticket holder filed a $184 million class ac-
tion lawsuit against Belichick and the New England Patriots. “They violated the 
integrity of the game,” said Bruce Afran, lawyer for Carl Mayer of Princeton 
Township, New Jersey. “They were deceiving customers,” said Mayer. “You can’t 
deceive customers.”19

During the season Belichick didn’t make many friends. He was chosen “2007 
PR Sinner of the Year in Sports” by Fraser P. Seitel in his annual awards. “Belich-
ick is blessed with the best team in the NFL. … [he] is arrogant, nasty, and unkept 
in physical appearance – dressing perpetually in a dirty grey hoodie. … he could 
care less about public relations,” writes Seitel.20

Then Sen. Arlen Specter (R-Pennsylvania), the ranking Republican on the 
Senate Judiciary Committee, learned that the league had destroyed the tapes, 
and he wanted answers from the NFL. Goodell, who should have known you 
never ignore a member of Congress, did not respond for a month until there was 
discussion of having hearings. Following threats of litigation by the NFL against 
church and other charitable groups for having Super Bowl fund raisers on large 
screens, Sen. Specter authored a bill that would exempt religious organizations 
that wish to show professional football games. Congressman Heath Shuler (D-
North Carolina), a former Washington Redskins quarterback and evangelical 
Christian, plans to introduce similar legislation in the House of Representatives.21 
Following a meeting with Goodell, Sen. Specter confirmed that Belichick had 
been illegally taping opponents’ defensive signals since 2000, including games in 
2004 against the Pittsburgh Steelers.22 

Diversity Training Is No Laughing Matter
When Kirk Reynolds was public relations director for the San Francisco 49ers 
professional football team he produced a 15-minute diversity and media training 
video that featured off-color racial humor, lesbian porn, a spoof of gay marriage 
and topless strippers. 
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The training film opens with Reynolds impersonating, and seated behind the 
desk of, San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom, and then goes on to insult virtually 
every diverse group in the city. San Franciscans were outraged when a copy was 
anonymously sent to the San Francisco Chronicle and turned into a team embar-
rassment. Team lawyer Ed Goines apologized saying, “The video is absolutely 
contradictory to the ideals and values of the San Francisco 49ers.” However, many 
of the players defended Reynolds and the video. “I thought it was one of the fun-
niest things I ever saw,” said cornerback Mike Rumph.

John York and Denise DeBartolo York, the team owners, met with and apolo-
gized to community leaders. “The video was offensive in every manners,” the 
Yorks said. “We regret that anyone from our organization would produce such 
senseless, inexcusable behavior. … Policies are being put in place to ensure that 
nothing like this every happens again.” 

Investigative reporters uncovered the fact that a similar film had been pro-
duced by Reynolds in 2003, and that the 49ers had time to prevent a public rela-
tions disaster. After John York saw a piece of the new video, it took five months 
before he took disciplinary action against Reynolds. Then the video was kept 
quiet until Reynolds could find another job. A “Deep Throat” within the 49ers 
organization mailed copies to the newspaper, mayor’s office and threatened to 
send it to the NFL.

The importance the team placed on diversity training was exposed when the 
organization planned a training meeting, but did not inform the players until after 
football practice. The team assembled for the meeting, but midway through the 
session, half of them left when a union representative told them they weren’t obli-
gated to stay because practice and meeting time is limited to six hours.23 

It’s All In A Name … Or Is It?
The capital of the State of Washington is Olympia which was incorporated in 1859. 
The newspaper in the city, The Olympian, began publishing daily in 1889. The 
Olympic National Forest is located on the Olympic Peninsula and was established 
as a forest reserve in 1897. Mount Olympus, the highest peak of Washington’s 
Olympic Mountains, was named in 1788.

The U.S. Olympic Committee was not formally founded until 1921, and the 
first of the modern Olympic games held in Athens, Greece in 1896. The USOC 
is a non-profit organization chartered by the U.S. government and given certain 
priorities under the Amateur Sports Act of 1978, now called the Ted Stevens 
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Olympic and Amateur Sports Act. Sen. Ted Stevens (R-Alaska) was one of the 
sponsors of the bill.

The federal charter gives the USOC exclusive jurisdiction over all matters re-
lated to the U.S. participation in the Olympic Games, Paralympic Games and the 
Pan American Games as well as the exclusive rights for the five Olympic rings, 
and various words including Olympic, Olympiad, Citius Altius Fortius and even 
Pan American, which at the time was already being used by Pan American World 
Airways and the Pan American Health Organization. The Act was amended in 
1998 giving the USOC even broader powers over its trademarks and imagery. Ex-
cluded were persons or companies who used any of the words before September 
21, 1950, and the use of the word “Olympic” refers to a geographic region and not 
to any Olympic activity, and where the goods or services are marketed west of 
the Cascade Mountain range in Washington, and operations, sales and marketing 
outside of this area are not substantial.

In 2007, the USOC sent a strong letter to Jason Bausher, an Eagle Scout, gradu-
ate of Yale and an Olympic National Park ranger who authored a tourist guide 
book, Best of the Olympic Peninsula. Bausher, who lives in a 10’ x 12’ trailer in 
Quinault, Grays Harbor, had applied for a trademark for his book and this raised 
a red flag at the USOC, that then warned him he could face a lawsuit unless he 
withdrew the trademark application. “If you go after everyone [on the peninsula] 
using the word ‘Olympics’ in commerce, the economy of the Olympic Peninsula 
would collapse,” Bausher told the Colorado Springs Gazette. “There’s no double-
entendre or trading on the good name of the Olympic movement.” He also said 
they wanted to restrict him from where the book could be sold and promoted, 
and believes the USOC should have backed off when it determined his book was 
geographic in every way, and not treading on the Olympic Games. 

Then the owners of Olympic Cellars Winery in Port Angeles and Sequim went 
public about selling wine on the Internet and to customers east of the Cascade 
Mountains. “In no way are we trying to impede the ability of this company to sell 
their wine locally and within Western Washington,” said Darryl Seibel, a spokes-
man for the USOC. Kathy Charlton said her winery had been using the Olympic 
name since 1992 and in 1999 had received permission from the USOC to use the 
website name www.olympiccellars.com. 

According to the Washington Secretary of State there are more than 1,000 cor-
porations with Olympic in the name, and even more with Olympia and Olympian. 
Throughout the state, stories appeared in local daily and weekly newspapers and 



226 | Communicating In A Crisis

on websites about what Washingtonians considered bully tactics by the USOC. 
This prompted an editorial in The Seattle Times titled “Olympian Stupidity,” 
which said, “The U.S. Olympic Committee ought to take care not to alienate a 
good part of Washington state, which will be a neighbor to its 2010 Winter Games 
in Vancouver, B.C.” 

Getting straight answers from the USOC is difficult when Jim Scherr, the 
CEO, does not respond to correspondence and ignores requests. He obviously 
is unaware of the fact that everyone who contacts him is a potential donor to the 
USOC, which spends millions of dollars for direct-mail fund-raising. Col. F. Don 
Miller was executive director of the USOC from 1969-1985 and twice saved it 
from extinction. He answered and personally signed every letter sent him includ-
ing those from job seekers, potential vendors and even adversaries. Scherr needs 
to learn from his successful predecessors. On the other hand, Rana Dershowtiz, 
the interim general counsel, was prompt and thorough in responding to every 
question presented. “The USOC is not currently suing ANY companies on the 
Olympic Peninsula with regard to the use of the word Olympic,” she wrote. “We 
are, however, in contact with several companies to determine whether they fell in 
to the geographic exemption ….” She also noted that had Bausher applied for a 
copyright for his book, rather than a trademark, the USOC would not have raised 
an objection.

While there are two sides to every story, the USOC needs do to a great deal 
more explaining and apologizing to the media and general public in Washington. 
An aggressive marketing public relations program properly presented could result 
in increased donations.24

A Roller Coaster of Turmoil and Crises
For years the U.S. Olympic Committee had stable leadership and dedicated em-
ployees and volunteers. Col. F. Don Miller, spent more than half of his life in the 
Olympic movement, coached the U.S. boxing team at the 1951 Pan-American 
Games, and oversaw the organization’s move from New York City to Colorado 
Springs, and the building of a training center. After he retired as executive direc-
tor, he headed the U.S. Olympic Foundation until his death in 1996.

George Miller, a retired Air Force general, succeeded him in 1985 but resigned 
two years later because of conflicts with Robert Helmick, the USOC’s elected 
president. Baaron Pittenger, who joined the USOC in 1977, and had been the as-
sistant executive director since 1981, took over on an interim basis for a year. Fol-
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lowing a search in 1988, Dr. Harvey Schiller, who had been active in the USOC, 
was named the new executive director. When he quit just 18 days later, Pittenger 
was again brought back to lead the organization on an interim basis.

In 1989, the USOC went after Schiller again. He left his job as commissioner of 
the Southeastern Conference to return to Colorado Springs. During his tenure, 
there were reports he lobbied to become commissioner of Major League Baseball 
and he was reprimanded for using his position to obtain free ski passes and equip-
ment. U.S. Skiing, the governing body for Alpine and Nordic skiing, publicly 
called for the resignations of Schiller and Robert Helmick.25

Schiller left in 1994 to become president of Turner Sports. John F. Krimsky, 
Jr., who joined the USOC in 1986, to head marketing and fund-raising, took 
over as interim head for a year. Krimsky resigned in 1999 to rejoin Schiller at 
YankeeNets, a joint venture of the New York Yankees and New Jersey Nets. 
In October 2005, following a tip from the New York Internet Crimes Against 
Children Task Force, police raided Krimsky’s home in Sherman, Connecticut 
and arrested him after they identified 329 digital photos on his computers show-
ing nude girls and boys, ranging in age from 5 to 15, either posing, or involved 
in different sexual acts. In December 2007, he pleaded not guilty in Danbury 
Superior Court to four counts of child pornography. All of the headlines and 
stories associated him with the USOC.26

Next in line was Dick Schultz, who was hired in 1995 under a cloud of conflict 
of interest charges when he left his job as athletic director at the University of 
Virginia. He had been executive director of the NCAA, and he retired from 
the USOC in 1999. In 2000, Norm Blake, a former CEO of Promus Hotels and 
USF&G, was hired after a study concluded the organization should be run more 
like a business. He was fired after only nine months. Scott Blackmun, the gen-
eral counsel, acted as interim director for a year, but he and the USOC could 
not come to terms to make it permanent.

The next USOC head was Lloyd Ward who had been chairman and CEO of 
Maytag Corporation for 15 months, and only the second Black executive at the 
time to head a major U.S. corporation. His resignation was attributed to differ-
ences with Maytag’s board of directors.27 Ward headed the USOC from October 
2001 until March 2003, when he resigned ending three months of turmoil and 
being investigated for possible conflicts of interest. Ward, the first Black to head 
the USOC, was accused of trying to direct Olympic business to a company with 
ties to his brother; a major sponsor threatened to pull back $10 million; the ethics 
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compliance officer quit as did the president, Marty Mankamyer; and, Senators 
Ben Nighthorse Campbell (D-Colorado), a former Olympian, and Ted Stevens 
(R-Alaska) said they might have found evidence of fraud. Ward was reprimanded 
and stripped of an $184,000 bonus. Senator Campbell said if Ward and his right-
hand man, chief operating officer Fred Wohlschlaeger, a former Maytag execu-
tive, resign that Congress likely would not pursue allegations of mismanagement 
and fraud.28

During Ward’s tenure, Sandy Baldwin, the first woman president of the USOC, 
resigned in May 2002 following a series of media reports that academic informa-
tion in her official biography was inaccurate.29

While the USOC was going through these years of turmoil, embarrassment and 
public scrutiny, it also had to face two other major crises that involved president 
Robert Helmick and Alfredo LaMont, director of international relations. At 
the time, Helmick was considered the most powerful American in the Olympic 
movement. He resigned both his USOC post as well as a lifetime member of the 
International Olympic Committee. As head of the USOC, he controlled a $75 
million annual budget and a federation of 41 national governing bodies of sport. 
An attorney from Des Moines, Iowa he once was considered a successor to Juan 
Antonio Samaranch to head the IOC. 

In 1990, he set new ethical standards for the USOC’s volunteers, officers, 
directors and paid staff. The organization’s bylaws say that an officer shall not 
participate in any evaluation or transaction in which he has a financial interest 
and that the organization’s properties, services, opportunities, authority and in-
fluence are not to be used for private benefit. One year later he came under the 
scrutiny of Mike Dodd, an investigative reporter for USA Today. On September 
5, 1991, Dodd reported potential conflicts of interest because Helmick was paid 
$275,000 by clients doing business involving Olympic sports, including Turner 
Broadcasting regarding rights for the 1991 Pan American Games in Cuba, and 
from two different clients to use his influence to have golf and bowling to be 
Olympic sports.30 

Two days later Helmick met with the USOC executive committee, denied any 
wrongdoing, and said that he would terminate and refrain from any business per-
ceived as a conflict of interest. He also disclosed two other business deals that 
amounted to $150,000. Stories about conflicts continued in USA Today until his 
resignation September 17. ”Everything the president of the USOC does, even 
tangentially, should be disclosed, because it could be deemed a conflict or an 
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appearance of conflict,” said William E. Simon, former secretary of the treasury 
and USOC president from 1981 to 1985.31

In March 2000, Alfredo LaMont, former director of international relations 
for the USOC, pleaded guilty to felony tax charges in 1997 and 1998 in connec-
tion with Salt Lake City’s tainted bid for the 2002 Winter Olympic Games, and 
a failed effort by Rome for the 2004 Summer Games. He was forced to resign 
from the USOC in January 1999. “Originally I was to provide the bid committee 
with information and advice on how Salt Lake City might defeat other U.S. cities 
which were vying for selection by my employer, the USOC, LaMont said in a 
written document statement to the court.

“After Salt Lake City was selected to be the U.S. candidate city, I provided 
information and assistance to influence the votes of IOC members to ensure 
that Salt Lake City was selected as the site of the Winter Olympic Games,” said 
LaMont. “These agreements were secret, and not to be disclosed by anyone, in-
cluding to my employer, to the public, or to the Internal Revenue Service.” Using 
the alias Antonio Aguilar, he received more than $48,000 from Salt Lake City 
and $40,000 from Rome. The money was sent to an unidentified individual in 
Mexico City and then sent to LaMont.

LaMont cooperated with the federal prosecutors and testified against Tom 
Welch and Dave Johnson, president and vice president respectively of the Salt 
Lake City bid committee. Eventually Mitt Romney rescued the city’s tarnished 
image, restored confidence in Olympic sponsors and made the 2002 Winter Games 
a success. The criminal fraud case against Welch and Johnson was later dismissed. 
It was discovered that the bid committee had spent nearly $1 million for gifts, 
scholarships, cash and gratuities for IOC members and their relatives. Nine of the 
114 members of the IOC resigned or were expelled for accepting bribes.32

The Games Began, The Scandals Continued
As Yogi Berra used to say, “It ain’t over ‘til it’s over,” the scandals continued 
when the competition began at the Salt Lake Games. When Yelena Berezhnaya 
and Anton Sikharulidze of Russia were awarded the gold medal for figure skat-
ing pairs, there was immediate suspicion of the judges. The Russians had won 
the short program over Jamie Salé and Scott Pelletier of Canada who were the 
crowd’s favorites. In free skating, the Russians made a minor, but obvious, techni-
cal error while Salé and Pelletier had a flawless performance. The media and fans 
were in shock and outraged when the judges named the Russians the winners in 
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pairs skating for the 11th consecutive time dating back to 1960. 
Judges from Russia, the People’s Republic of China, Poland, Ukraine and 

France placed the Russians first, while judges from the U.S., Canada, Germany 
and Japan chose the Canadians. Suspicion almost immediately turned to the 
French judge, Marie-Reine Le Gougne. Christine Brennan of USA Today then 
exposed a deal that had been made between the French and Russian judges and 
wrote that the decision ruined “one of the great performances in Olympic his-
tory.” Didier Gailhaguet, France’s Olympic team leader and head of its skating 
federation, pressured Le Gougne into voting the way she did to get an advantage 
for a French couple competing in ice dancing several days later.

In an unprecedented move, the International Olympic Committee upgraded 
Salé and Pelletier to a gold and allowed Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze to keep 
their gold medals. The International Skating Union suspended LeGougne and 
Gailhaguet for three years, and barred both from the 2006 Winter Olympics in 
Turin, Italy. On July 31, 2002, Russian organized crime boss Alimzhan Tokhtak-
hounov was arrested in Venice on U.S. charges that he masterminded the fix.33

An IOC general assembly was held during the Winter Games and after all of 
the problems involving ethics and conflicts of interest, the more than 100 mem-
bers present solidly rejected a recommendation by the organization’s executive 
board to adopt conflict of interest rules. The members complained that the new 
rules, which would have required everyone to list potential conflicts with the eth-
ics committee, were too broad and required too much paperwork. IOC President 
Jacques Rogge of Belgium boasted of a modernized IOC that embraces transpar-
ency, democracy and reform but did not mention ethics.34

Political Correctness, Or Is It?
In August 2005, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the govern-
ing body for all intercollegiate sports, forbid colleges and universities to use 
American Indian mascots, nicknames or imagery for any NCAA championship 
competition. Some 20 institutions, but not all schools with Indian-related nick-
names were affected, such as several schools using the name Warrior but with 
no Indian symbols.35 

The University of Illinois “Fighting Illini” lost Chief Illiniwek, but several col-
leges fought back with lawsuits. The NCAA allowed Utah and Central Michigan, 
which derived their names from the local Utes and Chippewas, to continue use 
of their nicknames because of support from those tribes. The Florida State Semi-
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noles and alumni and friends were outraged, and this resulted in support from 
politicians. “NCAA officials insulted the school and Seminole Indians by calling 
the nickname ‘hostile’ and ‘abusive,’” said Florida Governor Jeb Bush. Congress-
man Tom Feeney (R-Florida) said he would have the House Judiciary Committee 
look into amending antitrust laws that favor the NCAA.36 

In the first challenge to its policy, the NCAA granted a waiver to Florida State 
because the Seminole Tribe of Florida said it was an ”honor” to be associated 
with FSU. This means the NCAA does not consider “hostile” or “abusive” when 
before FSU football games, a student dressed in Indian regalia as Chief Osceola, 
gallops on a painted horse to midfield, and throws a flaming spear into the ground 
while the fans do the tomahawk chop.37

The State of North Dakota won an injunction against the NCAA to allow the 
University of North Dakota to continue using the nickname “Fighting Sioux.” 
Schools with generic names such as Redmen, Indians, Braves and Savages had 
to change. Exceptions were made to those colleges that had approval to use the 
names of local tribes. In some cases, there not only were no local Native Ameri-
cans to support the schools, there were none that even complained.

Allowing Florida State to be exempt did not sit well with all Native Americans. 
“It appears the NCAA couldn’t take the heat or pressure, and didn’t see the hos-
tility that this would generate,” said David Narcomey, a member of the general 
counsel of the Seminole Nation of Oklahoma. “NCAA sports are wonderful, the 
NCAA not so wonderful,” writes Jeff Zillgitt in USA Today. “The organization 
has an uncanny and flabbergasting habit of turning decisions into public relations 
nightmares. … Another bungled move by the NCAA, an organization that fancies 
itself as a group of thinkers, but oftentimes is shortsighted and reactionary.”38

While Florida State’s mascot and imagery were considered acceptable, William 
& Mary was cited because there were two small feathers in the W&M logo. Years 
before the NCAA edict, the college, which was founded in 1693, had changed its 
nickname from Indians to Tribe and no longer had a mascot dressed as an Indian. 
In the 17th and 18th centuries, William & Mary had a school that taught Native 
Americans from local tribes, including the one of Pocahontas. Local tribal leaders 
said they had no problem with the new nickname. However, the NCAA said the 
two feathers had to go. “While the college’s rationale for the use of the nickname 
and imagery is not inherently hostile or abuse, and the college may not intend to 
malign Native Americans, the continued use of such Native American references 
creates an environment over which an institution may not have full control,” said 
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NCAA’s executive committee. “Fans, opponents and others can and will exhibit 
behaviors that indeed are hostile or abusive to Native Americans.”39

Bob Williams, managing director of public and media relations for the NCAA, 
takes exception to the action being called politically correct. “The policy was 
adopted to ensure NCAA championships provide an environment for our student 
athletes and fans that is free from racial stereotyping of Native Americans,” he 
says. Discussion of the subject began in 2001, and was prompted by three events: 
the executive committee’s detailed review of the Confederate Battle Flag issue; 
a request from St. Cloud State University president Roy Saigo to consider a 
resolution saying that the NCAA does not condone the use of Native American 
mascots, logos and imagery; and a U.S. Commission on Civil Rights statement 
on the use of Native American images and nicknames in sports. The issue was 
referred to the organization’s Minority Opportunity and Interest Committee and 
the Subcommittee on Gender and Diversity Issues.40 

The NCAA’s directive was an unfunded mandate. The cost of designing a new 
logo and then implementing changes for signage, uniforms, stationery, wearing 
apparel and all can be very expensive. A logo design can cost from $25,000 to 
$100,000. The implementation is another significant cost. Unlike universities 
with major football programs, many of the impacted colleges also have limited 
resources – Carthage College, Chowan College, Indiana University of Pennsyl-
vania, McMurry University, Midwestern State University, Newberry College, 
Northeastern State University and Southeastern Oklahoma State University.

According to Williams, consideration was given to the cost to member institu-
tions and several who made the decision to comply were given extra time to make 
the change to their facilities and uniforms to coincide with their normal schedule 
of replacement.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) has not yet complained 
to the NCAA about the use of live mascots at college games, the organization did 
request that that the nickname “Gamecocks” be stopped because it represented 
dog fighting. Lisa Wathne, captive exotic animal specialist at PETA, says requests 
to date have been made directly to specific schools. “The pranks played by op-
posing teams, which often focus on and cause harm to school mascots, is certainly 
one of the reasons PETA opposes the use of live animals as mascots,” she says.41 
The NCAA will have a major problem on is hands if PETA and The Humane 
Society launch a campaign to stop the use of live animal mascots. 

In 1999, the NCAA gave CBS Sports the exclusive right to televise the men’s 
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basketball tournament through 2014 for $6 billion. The organization could well 
afford to set aside just $1 million to help the institutions affected by the Na-
tive American initiative offset their costs. In 2006, Congressman Bill Thomas 
(R-California), then chair of the powerful House Ways & Means Committee, 
questioned the tax-exempt status of the organization. “From the standpoint of 
a federal taxpayer, why should the federal government subsidize the athletic ac-
tivities of educational institutions when that subsidy is being used to help pay for 
escalating coaches’ salaries, costly chartered travel and state-of-the-art athletic 
facilities?” he asked.42

Until the 1960s, the NCAA would not allow Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities to compete in its Division I, II or III national basketball champion-
ships. History was made in 1966 when Texas Western (now University of Texas at 
El Paso) started five Black players in the championship game against Kentucky. 
Coach Don Haskins did not play any of his five white players and rotated two 
Black reserves to defeat favored Kentucky 72-65.

Silent When It Is Challenged
In 1993 the NCAA’s Committee On Infractions sanctioned Texas A&M because 
an overzealous booster had paid nine football players for work they didn’t perform. 
An investigative reporter for The Dallas Morning News first reported the players 
were absent from their summer job. The university did its own investigation and 
voluntarily submitted a 1,227 page report to the NCAA. The Aggies were banned 
from television and a postseason bowl in 1994, and placed on probation until 
2004. The NCAA also said Texas A&M was guilty of lack of institutional control, 
and had not properly communicated the importance of compliance, to which the 
administration took exception. 

 The author, who then was executive director of university relations convened 
a group of 12 nationally recognized public relations leaders to review and com-
ment on the university’s programs and initiatives in support of NCAA compli-
ance objectives. The panel was chaired by, and discussion of the group totally 
controlled, by Harold Burson, founder and chairman of Burson-Marsteller, the 
world’s largest public relations firm. Each panel member considered compliance 
a matter of broad public policy extending well-beyond Texas A&M and its im-
mediate problems.

The members of the panel were Sarah Hardesty Bray, then vice president 
for external affairs, Council of Advancement and Support of Education, now 
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senior editor, Chronicle of Higher Education; Robert S. Condron, associate 
director of public information and media relations, U.S. Olympic Committee; 
Clifford Dektar, past president of the Los Angeles chapter of the Public Rela-
tions Society of America; Gail Stoorza-Gill, chairman and CEO of Stoorza, 
Zeigaus and Metzger, Inc., San Diego, the nation’s largest female-owned public 
relations agency; Dr. Walter Harrison, then vice president for university rela-
tions at the University of Michigan, now president of the University of Hart-
ford and past chair of the NCAA’s executive committee; Charles F. Lennon, 
Jr., executive director of the University of Notre Dame Alumni Association; 
John Martin Meek, president and CEO of HMI Inc., Washington, D.C., and, 
Dr. Michael Mulnix, executive director of university relations and assistant 
professor of journalism, University of Nebraska-Lincoln; Margaret Nathan, 
president and COO of Stern, Nathan & Perryman, Dallas; Charles R. Richard-
son, national chair of the Educational and Cultural Organizations Section of 
PRSA and director of media relations, Hardin-Simmons University, Abilene, 
Texas; Don Smith, president of the New York Sports Commission and adjunct 
professor of marketing at New York University; Bob Steiner, vice president of 
California Sports, Inglewood, California and former sports information direc-
tor at University of California at Berkeley; Frederick G. Thompson, president 
of Kerr Kelly Thompson, Greenwich, Connecticut and adjunct professor of 
communications at New York University; Hon. Chase Untermeyer, director 
of public affairs at Compaq Computer Corporation, Houston, and former as-
sistant to President George H. W. Bush for president personnel; and Kellen 
Winslow, Esq., attorney of Schook, Hardy & Bacon, Kansas City, Missouri, 
and sports broadcast commentator.

The panel heard presentations regarding how Texas A&M’s institutional con-
trol and communication of compliance from Rene A. Henry, executive director of 
university relations; Tedi Ellison, director of athletic compliance; Frank Shannon, 
executive director of the 12th Man Foundation, the alumni support group; and 
Randy Matson, executive director of A&M’s Association of Former Students. 
Information was shared from panel members on how compliance was communi-
cated at Notre Dame, Michigan and Nebraska.

It was the unanimous view of the panel that:

1.  Texas A&M University, as demonstrated by its compliance communications 
program – an initiative supported at the university’s highest administrative 
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level – is and has been, at least for the past six years, making a good faith 
effort to meet all NCAA compliance requirements.

2.  The Texas A&M program, as presently constituted, is an appropriate and 
effective program both in concept and implementation. Doing more – new 
programs, greater commitment of human and/or monetary resources, etc. 
– would provide no greater guarantee against the act of a single determined 
individual intent on a violation of compliance regulations.

The panel also concluded and recommended that a significant group of nation-
ally visible athletic-oriented colleges convene a meeting to review their present 
compliance programs and reach some agreement on what they think constitutes 
a good faith compliance communications program. The findings of this meeting 
would form the basis of a meeting that would include participation by NCAA 
committees overseeing compliance, enforcement and infractions with appropri-
ate representatives from the member institutions. 

The purpose was to develop clear-cut compliance and enforcement guidelines 
that would be more comprehensible to and enforceable by colleges and to bring to 
the general public a greater awareness of NCAA compliance/enforcement/infrac-
tions objectives.

Two members of the media attended the meeting of the panel. The NCAA was 
invited and never responded, even to decline the invitation. Burson sent personal 
letters, with a copy of his report and recommendations, to Dr. Judith E. N. Al-
bino, president of the University of Colorado System and then president of the 
NCAA; and to all members of the NCAA national office, president’s commis-
sion, executive committee, administrative committee, infractions committee and 
communications committee. Not one person had the courtesy to so much as even 
acknowledge his letter or the report. It was comparable to a complete boycott and 
rejection of the committee’s actions. The media applauded Texas A&M and said 
it was vindicated and had done everything possible for compliance.

When the NCAA publicly announced the penalties against Texas A&M, it 
released its story to the media after 5 p.m. on Friday, September 10, the night 
before the Aggies were to play the University of Oklahoma in Norman. With its 
“hit and run” tactic, no one at the NCAA was available to talk with the media 
about a garbled eight-page news release that had contradictory statements. The 
author, who spent Friday evening returning media calls, suggested the media ask 
the chairman of the NCAA’s committee on infractions why there was such a rush 
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to make the announcement and wouldn’t it have been more professional to do 
so on Monday morning. David Swank, dean of the Oklahoma law school and 
a former acting president of the university, chaired the NCAA committee that 
made the announcement. A favored and undefeated Aggie team, stunned and 
devastated by the news, lost the next day to the Sooners.

The NCAA also needs to be more careful in what it says in its reports sanc-
tioning member universities. Ray Keller, a booster of the University of Alabama, 
claimed the NCAA defamed him when it imposed penalties on the Crimson Tide 
in 2002, and was awarded $5 million by a jury for mental anguish, economic loss 
and damage to his reputation. In its report, Keller and others were referred to as 
“rogue boosters,” “parasites” and “pariahs.” The NCAA didn’t use any names 
in announcing the penalties, but their names appeared in news accounts and the 
university sent Keller a letter barring him from its athletic program.43

The Ethics of Breaching Contracts
Colleges and universities once were considered the bastions of ethics, integrity, loy-
alty and commitment. Regrettably, too many presidents and chancellors today no 
longer embody or practice these qualities when it comes to intercollegiate sports.

Every year football and basketball coaches are proselytized and enticed to 
breach their contracts at one institution so they can hopefully produce a champi-
onship season at another. It is greed and to win at all cost. 

When given a new and extended contract with a raise or bonus, the coach al-
ways responds with rhetoric such as “this is my home, my team, my fans, and I will 
be here forever.” The saga continues like a soap opera until the coach breaches 
his or her contract to steal away in the middle of the night for even more money 
at another university.

The president of any university seeking a new coach should properly ask per-
mission from that individual’s current employer before any discussion. However, 
with the advent in “amateur sports” of agents as intermediaries, the recruiting 
effort becomes blurred and asking permission is all too often ignored.

When any decision is made regarding a head football or basketball coach al-
most always the president or chancellor is involved. Often a coach is fired for not 
winning and the school is responsible for not only the salary on the remaining 
number of years on the contract, but one as well for the new coach, plus any 
buyout penalties. Colleges are getting smarter when they give long-term contracts 
and bonuses to coaches and now include buyouts as some guarantee of longevity. 
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Even if they want to, few coaches are at a college for 20 or more years. Even the 
most loyal are often forced out because alumni and fans want more. The epitome 
of loyalty and commitment is Joe Paterno who has been at Penn State as an as-
sistant or head coach for nearly 60 years.

There also have been crises where a coach was lured from one school at consid-
erable expense and ended up never coaching a game for his or her new team. The 
crises included lying on a résumé or outrageous public behavior embarrassing 
to the university. Costs have gotten out of hand. Four of every five major college 
sports programs need subsidies that include student fees and other subsidies in 
order to balance the budget. What kind of message is this sending to the Ameri-
can public?

In professional sports, if one team wanted to hire someone employed by another 
team, without asking permission, there would be penalties. Even with permission, 
the losing team generally is awarded cash or draft picks or both as compensation. 
In business if one company steals an executive from another it most likely ends 
up being resolved with a lawsuit with damages being awarded. Unfortunately, 
colleges and universities have an unwritten rule that you do not file suit against 
another institution in higher education.

Since it is increasingly obvious that the CEOs in higher education will not self 
regulate, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the governing body for 
college sports, needs to get involved and establish guidelines. If College A wants 
the head football coach at College B, then not only should it pay a bonus penalty 
but perhaps give up “x” number of scholarships to College B for the term of the 
coach’s contract. 

The NCAA’s Committee on Infractions is quick to penalize an institution for 
any of a myriad of rules larger than the New York City telephone book. However, 
the coach can then leave, go to another university leaving one in shambles with 
fewer scholarships, probation and other sanctions. Why shouldn’t the penalties 
follow the offending coach? In the real world of business the penalties would fol-
low an executive. Why not in intercollegiate sports?

Where is Professor Kingsfield when we need him? (Professor Charles Kings-
field was played by the legendary John Houseman in “The Paper Chase,” and 
taught contract law at Harvard.) 
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Summary Checklist
•  A star athlete, coach, or anyone involved in sports who become involved in 

a crisis will receive far greater media attention in a crisis than the average 
person.

•  Accept responsibility, admit a mistake and apologize as soon as possible.

•  Deal with a crisis when you know about it. Never delay.

•  Be clear with the message sent. The USOC’s public relations response to the 
media and public in Washington came off as a bully and arrogant. The CEO 
sets the example and needs to respond to all letters, e-mails, faxes and phone 
calls.

•  When there is information to be delivered, get it out and get it all out. If an 
editor asks a question regarding something you know to be true, give the cor-
rect answer. Chances are the editor has the information confirmed and wants 
to know if you are telling the truth or lying. 

•  A good investigative editor may sandbag you by withholding some informa-
tion and printing a story quoting you and then come back several days later 
with a followup story that exacerbates the crisis.

•  If stung by a hit-and-run media tactic, be sure the media knows, and answer 
questions with questions directed back to the organization that made the an-
nouncement.

•  Think of the consequences when adopting any initiative requiring change.
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CHAPTER 12

INSTITUTIONAL ARROGANCE 
IN THE IVORY TOWER?

A college or university campus is like a small city and is equally as vulnerable to a 
multitude of crises. Higher education has always had its own unique institutional 
culture, and is now affected by a new set of emerging social, economic and cul-
tural demands and expectations. As a result, it is subject to a number of specific 
crises of its own. 

Following are just a few of the different crises colleges and universities have 
experienced. All are true stories. Most could have been avoided. All were widely 
covered in the media.

•  A co-ed files a date rape complaint. The administration stonewalls the media, 
does an internal investigation, and keeps everything confidential. The victim 
and her parents disagree with the college's actions and decide to hold a press 
conference. The president, who is an attorney, says "no comment." The young 
woman becomes the cover story of national news magazine and then goes on 
the speaker's circuit further embarrassing the college.

•  A nationally prominent football coach at a major university dies while having 
sex with a prostitute at a downtown hotel. It is a page one story.

•  The parents of a high school senior tell the university that its admissions of-
ficer, a man, made improper sexual advances to their son, and offered to trade 
sex for financial aid and his admission as a freshman. Attorneys tell the presi-
dent to say nothing and pay off the family. The parents are furious because 
the admissions officer is not fired, but only transferred to another campus 
office. Further investigation finds that others in the department sought sexual 
favors from prospective students, and even a mother, in return for admission 
and scholarships. 
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•  The president of a college comes home earlier than expected and finds his 
wife having sex with a member of his board. The board asks the president to 
move out and let his soon-to-be-ex-wife temporarily live in the university’s 
house.

•  A television network plans a story on the millions of dollars of debt by college 
students, a great deal of which is in default, and sends a news team to the cam-
pus to investigate. The alumni office and athletic department have affinity 
bankcards they market to students which generate substantial income for the 
university. The producer believes that colleges profit while putting students in 
debt or bankruptcy before graduation.

•  The chancellor is again arrested for drunk driving. The joke around town is 
that if you want an appointment to see him, you better meet in the back seat 
of a police car, because he is spending more time there than his office.

•  A superstar journalism professor is charged with plagiarism after it is docu-
mented by an investigative reporter. The leadership of the faculty pressures 
the president to take no action because they believe in time it will be forgot-
ten. It is not forgotten.

•  A building is named for a donor whose land gift was valued at $14 million. A 
reporter finds that the land is appraised at less than $1 million, and carried 
on the county's tax roles for considerably less. State approval was given for 
the building based on the gift's land value. The state demands the president 
find other funds. The president suggests raising student fees which further 
angers legislators. The roof literally and figuratively falls in on the building. It 
collapses during construction. 

•  During a banquet honoring student athletes, an assistant athletic director 
publicly insults the local newspaper publisher because a reporter did not run 
his news release. The publisher immediately leaves. The president has to in-
tervene before an apology is made.

•  A professor seeks $100,000 for one of his pet research projects. The director 
of development does get $50,000 for the professor who is so upset that he 
refuses to thank the donor. The philanthropist cancels a $1 million gift to the 
university. The professor is neither reprimanded nor disciplined.

•  A fraternity party, with pledges dressed as slaves, receives unexpected media 
coverage because of racist overtones. The dean of students says the matter 
will be handled internally and confidentially. Leaks to the media reveal that 
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the penalty given the fraternity was not as severe as critics had hoped. This 
angers a Black state legislator. The student newspaper responds with an edi-
torial telling the legislator to stay out of university affairs and runs it with a 
racist political cartoon. This provokes the legislature’s Black Caucus, which 
calls for the president’s resignation. The governor demands an apology from 
the student newspaper, but the dean of journalism and the adviser support 
the students and refuse. In the end, the president’s office apologizes for the 
actions and naiveté of its students and future journalists.

•  The college has an unwritten policy to conceal purchases of liquor by having 
the retailer provide receipts labeled "soft drinks and ice." The district attor-
ney issues grand jury subpoenas to a number of university leaders, including 
deans, vice presidents and the executive assistant to the president. All are 
indicted and plead guilty, no contest, or are convicted. The continuing story 
reads like a daytime soap opera and tarnishes the ethics and integrity of the 
university. The cover-up is always worse than the original crime.

•  One of the state's leading sportswriters calls a university attorney at his home 
on a weekend to inquire about a lawsuit involving an athlete. The attorney 
chastises the sportswriter for bothering him. The journalist apologizes and 
says: “The hearing is scheduled tomorrow and I want to be sure I have the 
correct information.” The attorney rudely responds: “When did you ever 
care about having anything accurate.” The journalist’s wife is an alumnae 
and the writer had always been a friend to the school. The attorney refuses to 
apologize and the general counsel supports him, seeing nothing wrong with 
his arrogant and rude actions. The head of university relations, a coach and 
the athletic director make the apologies.

•  An animal rights group plans to demonstrate over the use of laboratory ani-
mals on campus. The dean of the medical school has T-shirts printed and plans 
his own “get in your face” demonstration. The head of university relations has 
to seek help from the president to avoid the confrontation and a crisis.

And other stories could go on, and on, and on.

Why So Many Crises?
The institutional culture of higher education is unlike any other – for-profit, non-
profit, government or even the military. It is a complex structure of turfs where 
people joke that “politics are so vicious because the stakes are so low.” Compared 
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to other businesses and organizations, those involved in higher education tend to 
be more insular and involved only within their own academic family or specialty. 
Another problem is that academicians, who usually have no management train-
ing or management experience, generally run the colleges and universities rather 
than businessmen. 

Many faculty members have only their own experience in higher education, 
first as an undergraduate student, then graduate school, working for a Ph.D., a 
graduate assistant, and then on the tenure track. They have not spent one day 
of their life outside of academia. This structure makes most higher education 
institutions extremely vulnerable to crises.

Professor Carole Gorney of Lehigh University points out that colleges and 
universities are vulnerable to a staggering number of potential crises. “Higher 
education institutions have to deal with crime and violence, fires, power outages 
and natural disasters,” she says. “Like corporations, they are accountable for 
endowment investments, employee relations and managing funds. The science 
laboratories have the same potential for creating environmental accidents or gen-
erating activist criticism as any chemical plant. 

“Every organization at some time is going to face criticism, opposition and 
unexpected events. But such situations become true crises only when they are 
mismanaged,” Gorney adds. “For a plan to be successful, it should cover every 
aspect of an institution’s operation. Categorize potential crises and list specific 
anticipated problems within each category.”1

Some of the reasons there are so many crises in higher education can be at-
tributed to the following:

•  CEOs in academia are less inclined to prepare in advance for crises than their 
counterparts in corporate America.

•  The institutional culture of higher education with its tenure, work ethic and 
laissez faire attitude compared to for-profit and non-profit organizations and 
governments.

•  A strong lack of executive leadership.

•  Individuals with the wrong disciplines – fundraisers, lawyers, academicians 
– being selected to head advancement and public relations. Or in cases where 
the individual is highly qualified, that person does not receive total support 
from the president or chancellor when dealing with others in the academic 
family.
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•  When lawyers are the CEOs, many do not know how to win in the court of 
public opinion and are reluctant to bring in outside help, even alumni.

•  The head of public relations not having direct access and communication with 
the president.

•  Reacting passively, not at all, or having a “no comment” syndrome.

•  Unmitigated arrogance.

“College and universities have become all things to all people,” says Stephen M. 
Reed, associate vice president for external relations in the office of the president at 
California State University, Monterey Bay. “We have increased our costs by add-
ing new academic programs without jettisoning those which are either duplicated 
or not longer have any student interest. We have added ‘public’ programs and 
institutes with little thought of their fiscal consequences or financial sustainability 
or the entitlement expectations from both internal and external stockholders.

“As the institution operates further away from its core competency, the crisis 
risk profiles increases like a lit fuse burning towards a stick of dynamite. Regard-
less of our stated mission, we are, always and forever will be only in the business 
of public service. We try to be entrepreneurial, we try to be proprietary, but we 
are not in the business of business. We are in the business of providing public 
service,” Reed says.2

The fact that presidents and chancellors place so little value on having strong 
leadership in public relations could well be one major reason so many crises 
happen in higher education. In fact, higher education changed the name of the 
function from public relations to university relations. Because of the financial 
pressures and spiraling costs, recent trends have been to hire fund-raisers to be 
the top advancement or public relations executive at a college or university. 

Most fund-raisers do their jobs well, but many are limited in their experience to 
only this field. They know how to bring in money but have no training or experi-
ence whatsoever in the broad spectrum of public relations disciplines, especially 
crisis management. One important fact that has been overlooked at many public 
institutions is that the single most important revenue source is the state legislature, 
where support can best be initiated through public relations and public affairs.

Keep Alumni and Development Apart From Public Relations
Placing alumni, public relations, public affairs and development all under one 
leader is another common practice. This can be a disaster if the person heading 
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the three very different departments is not experienced in the disciplines required 
for each. 

Having a completely separate and independent alumni organization provides 
many benefits for an institution. An alumni office independent of the institution 
may not be subject to certain Freedom of Information Act requests. It also can 
make payment for items that cannot be purchased by a public university. Alumni 
can be an extremely powerful and friendly constituency when not controlled by 
the university.

Another problem for higher education is the way the educational practice divi-
sion of executive search firms and university search committees look at quali-
fications for the person to head public relations. A mistake is to believe that a 
journalist is the answer. Few journalists have ever created and implemented a 
comprehensive public relations campaign, and most are skilled in only one of 
the media areas – television, radio, newspapers or magazines. The executive re-
cruiters and campus committees also place more emphasis on candidates having 
a Ph.D. or master’s degree rather than experience in the “real world” or being 
members of or recognized by the Public Relations Society of America, such as 
being accredited or elected to the College of Fellows. Preference also is given 
to those whose only experience has been in higher education rather than people 
experienced in diverse fields who they consider “alien” to higher education. 

When seeking the head of advancement or public relations for a college or uni-
versity, the president and his search committee would be far better served going 
to the corporate division and its public relations search specialist at an executive 
search firm, and not the educational practice division. 

“Campuses have understood for years the importance of having strong devel-
opment offices. They have learned more recently the value of good admissions 
officers, who by necessity, have become marketing experts,” writes Jerrold K. 
Footlick, a former editor at Newsweek for 20 years and now a professor at Queens 
College in New York. “Yet fewer institutions have grasped the importance of 
building a powerful public affairs office that is staffed with skilled, experienced, 
and well-remunerated professionals who can tell an institution’s story in the best 
ways, and protect it in times of crises. If the public affairs office is staffed with 
junior people earning junior incomes, the quality of their work will probably be 
commensurate with their standing.”3

An individual’s ability to pick up a $100,000 gift or write a brilliant speech or 
op/ed is not going to prepare an institution to prevent or manage a crisis.
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Issues Facing Higher Education
Higher education is facing a score of issues that could turn into crises. The people 
responsible for communicating the story of higher education need to be concerned 
with these issues, as well in rebuilding and rewinning the public’s trust. Some 
may be misperceptions, but it is how the public perceives the issue that must be 
considered with a solution professionally communicated.

The rising cost of tuition - For years, the cost of a college education has been 
rising faster than inflation. From 1979-1993, tuition increased at public colleges 
and universities 211 percent and at private institutions 242 percent, while the con-
sumer price index rose only 75.4 percent. Between 1985-1995, tuition and room 
and board rose 82 percent at public schools, and 91 percent at private colleges. In 
2007, the price of a college education again rose faster than inflation, 6.6 percent 
for public and 6.3 for private colleges and universities. This has caused an increase 
in debt for students and their parents. In the mid-90s, nonfederal loans accounted 
for 6 percent of student aid, but rose to 24 percent by 2007.4

Harvard is doing something about it. In December 2007, it announced relief 
for middle-income families. Tuition, room and board at Harvard costs more 
than $45,000, but students from families earning less than $60,000 are accepted 
free. Now families earning between $60,000 and $120,000 will pay a percentage 
of their income, rising to 10 percent, and those between $120,000 and $180,000, 
will pay just 10 percent of their incomes. The annual cost to Harvard is esti-
mated at more than $20 million, which is negligible based on its endowment of 
$35 billion.5 Since Harvard’s announcement, Yale and others have followed suit. 
With its endowment of more than $23 billion, Yale is cutting its tuition in half 
to $23,000 for families earning less than $200,000. Stanford followed, and fami-
lies earning less than $100,000 will not pay tuition, and for those with incomes 
under $60,000, room and board will be excluded. William & Mary introduced a 
scholarship program for Virginia families earning $40,000 a year or less, to have 
100% of needs met, without loans. As a result, Pell eligible students increased 
20 percent in two years.

Unless the well-endowed colleges and universities do something, Congress 
will do it for them. Sen. Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) and ranking Republican on 
the Finance Committee, wrote 136 institutions with endowments of $500 mil-
lion or more requesting detailed information on their endowments and financial 
aid. More than 75 have endowments in excess of $1 billion. Some advocates are 
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proposing that the schools with the most money commit at least 5 percent of 
their endowment to financial aid for those who cannot afford tuition, fees, room 
and board.6

The length of time it takes to get a degree. Four years is no longer the norm. 
Some students cannot get courses when needed to graduate on time because the 
university can’t provide all of the prerequisites or sequence classes in a timely 
manner. This goes back to light faculty work loads or some not teaching at all. 
Some students opt to take the minimum course load to seek higher grade point 
averages. With increased tuition costs, others need to work at full or part-time 
jobs to pay for their education expenses. Colleges need to give a guarantee to 
incoming freshmen and transfer students that they can graduate on time.

Violence and crime. On April 16, 2007 Seung-Hui Cho killed 32 people and 
wounded many more on the campus of Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, Virginia 
before committing suicide. This was the deadliest school shooting in U.S. history 
and was given world-wide media coverage. The tragedy drew criticism of U.S. laws 
and culture, and sparked intense debate about gun violence, gun laws, gaps in the 
U.S. for treating mental health, and many other issues. A state-appointed body 
criticized Tech administrators for failing to take action that might have reduced 
the number of casualties. Others have posted opinions on websites and blogs as to 
whether or not the crisis was preventable.7

There are approximately 16 million students enrolled in 4,200 colleges and 
universities. From 1995 to 2002, college students between the ages of 18 and 24, 
were victims of approximately 479,000 crimes of violence annually. The crimes 
included rape/sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated and simple assault. Addi-
tionally there were homicides.8

This is one area where new state and federal standards apply to higher educa-
tion. Unfortunately not all crimes are reported or get into the system, so these 
statistics could well be understated. To avoid any negative publicity, some institu-
tions deliberately did not report crimes that happened on city streets running 
through the campus, or that took place in fraternity or sorority houses. Adminis-
trators say the federal reporting requirements were too vague, but in 2000, under 
a revised law, any institution that falsely reports faces a $25,000 penalty for each 
wrong figure. Incidents of alleged homicides, rapes, assaults, arson, hate crimes, 
burglaries, liquor law violations and drug arrests must be reported and posted on 
the website of the U.S. Department of Education.9

In 1997, the General Accounting Office of Congress found that 23 of 25 colleges 
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it audited did not properly report their crime statistics, especially those involving 
rape and assault. Some of the more flagrant were the University of Florida which 
excluded 35 rape cases from 1996-1998; the University of Pennsylvania reported 
18 armed robberies in 1996, but excluded more than 200 robberies that took place 
on city sidewalks and streets that cut through its Philadelphia campus; and Min-
nesota State University-Moorhead reported one sexual assault in 1994-1995, but 
the local rape crisis center said there were 35. Mount St. Clare College in Clinton, 
Iowa was fined $25,000 for a history of deception and the college’s administrators 
said they interpreted reporting requirements different than federal bureaucrats. 
“Bigger schools did things worse than we did. They were not fined,” said Wylie 
Piller III, the college’s general counsel.10

“Colleges manipulate their statistics,” says the late Ben Clery, president of 
Security on Campus Inc., King of Prussia, Pennsylvania, a watchdog group and 
probably the nation’s leading voice on college safety. “One loophole colleges use 
is to channel student-on-student crimes, like drug dealing and rape, into campus 
judicial systems meant to handle matters like plagiarism. Clery’s sister was mur-
dered by a fellow student in her dorm room at Lehigh University.11

Today campus safety has become a priority at almost every college and univer-
sity. Higher education administrators have installed new lighting and emergency 
phone call boxes; increased private security; require all students, faculty and 
employees to have visible photo identification; and installed card key locks for 
dormitories and buildings, and even laboratories and rooms within buildings. 

The University of Washington says that preventing violence is everyone’s re-
sponsibility. The university has a free 50-minute briefing session open to students, 
faculty and staff, and provides a security guard to accompany anyone to any loca-
tion within the campus community. A phone number is available to report threats, 
seek advice or counseling, and to request additional security guard assistance.12

While many institutions are making every effort to improve campus emergency 
communications, one administrator believes much more can be done. “We are 
not putting wireless public address systems into classrooms, labs, academic or 
other campus buildings, the recreation center, gymnasium or athletic fields,” he 
says. “We cannot, in fact, make an emergency announcement to the entire cam-
pus community as one would expect. The emphasis has been placed on e-mails 
and text messaging because we believe those cutting edge tools are the only viable 
solutions. The simple, economical system is the solution. If you have a hammer, 
everything starts looking like a nail.”
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The workload of professors. A number of state legislatures are looking into 
faculty workloads. Many professors teach only one course. Others are in purely 
administrative or research positions and do not teach at all. Years ago, the educa-
tion editor at one of the nation’s leading newspapers, speaking at a conference on 
higher education, said that if every professor just taught one course there would 
be no teaching shortage crisis. The hours a professor works is an issue that has 
faced higher education since the 1980s, but this story has not been communicated 
by academia to the general public. 

In certain professional disciplines, some universities are relying on part-time, 
adjunct professors who are superstars in their fields of public relations, journal-
ism, or any of the entertainment arts and may not even have a master’s degree, 
much less a Ph.D. They are able to provide their students with the most profes-
sional instruction and keep administrative costs at a minimum. 

The increased use of teaching assistants. Many professors delegate classroom 
teaching to graduate assistants who are not fluent in English, and certainly not 
as competent in the subject. Television networks have done investigative stories 
taking cameras into classrooms to let the viewing audience decide if you can un-
derstand what they say.

Tenure – a lifetime job. This is becoming a very contentious issue in higher 
education. The average working person and taxpayer cannot relate to anyone 
who is given a lifetime employment contract after a probationary period of six 
or seven years. This is the albatross for the public relations communicators. Until 
a professor is granted tenure, s/he is considered to have a tenure-track appoint-
ment and evaluated on teaching ability, or research, publishing, and service to 
the department. At larger universities, research often is considered as important, 
or even more important, than teaching. The only way a tenured professor can 
be terminated is for gross misconduct or incompetence, but because of potential 
litigation, most institutions will just wait for the individual to retire.

Teaching versus research. Where are college and universities placing their em-
phasis? On teaching students or research being conducted by faculty? Universi-
ties aggressively promote their Nobel prize laureates, Pulitzer prize winners and 
top name faculty members in recruiting brochures. However, at many research 
institutions, chances of a student actually seeing one in a classroom are slim to 
none. Too many of these star professors generate grants and contracts, and stay 
in their research laboratories or in the field, but no where near a classroom or the 
minds of the undergraduate students. Institutions could win public favor if these 
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outstanding faculty members would just give several lectures a year to students, 
or bring exceptional undergraduate students into their laboratories as assistants. 
MIT is making an exception and one colleague reports that his son had four guest 
lectures from one star professor, another is actually teaching in one of his classes, 
and he went ice skating with another. This is not the norm but should be.

Undergraduate education versus graduate and professional programs. The 
liberal arts colleges place an emphasis on undergraduate education. In the larger 
research-oriented universities, all too often the emphasis is placed on graduate 
programs and professional degrees, at the expense of the students seeking their 
bachelor’s degrees.

Controlling student behavior. Binge drinking and drugs have become a so-
cietal problem, and the reason for periodic student deaths. Hazing is another 
problem, and like alcohol and drugs, illegal but one difficult to control at most 
institutions.

Pressure and interference from outside sources. This is becoming an increasing 
problem at most universities. Some legislators, where the public institution is re-
ceiving minimal public support, want to micromanage and dictate policy. Alumni 
and friends who are major donors threaten to withdraw gifts if demands are not 
made, and often will cancel multimillion dollar gifts when refused. Other special 
interest organizations protest research or programs at the institution.

Lawrence H. Summers was forced out as president of Harvard in 2006 after 
an uproar over his suggestion that one reason women are underrepresented in 
science is “issues on intrinsic aptitude.” The new law school at University of 
California Irvine had a crisis before it even opened. Conservatives criticized the 
selection of Erwin Chemerinsky, a professor at University of Southern California 
and a nationally known expert on constitutional law, who holds liberal views, to 
be the first dean. The offer was revoked, there was outrage in academic and legal 
circles, and he eventually was hired.13  

On March 13, 2006, a Black woman falsely accused three members of Duke 
University’s lacrosse team of raping her at a party. There was immediate local 
outrage. It went national when Rev. Jesse Jackson and Rev. Al Sharpton began 
speaking out and went to Durham to meet with local Black community leaders. 
Richard Brodhead, president of Duke, forced the lacrosse coach to resign and 
cancelled the remainder of the season. A year later North Carolina Attorney 
General Roy Cooper dropped all charges, declared the three players innocent 
and said they were victims of a tragic rush to accuse. Mike Nifong, the Durham 
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County District Attorney and the initial prosecutor, was running for reelection 
and was re-elected. In June 2007, he was disbarred for “dishonesty, fraud, deceit 
and misrepresentation” and found guilty of criminal contempt. Brodhead eventu-
ally apologized for his handling of the allegations. At first Duke was criticized for 
not condemning a culture of white elitism that tolerated such abuse, and when 
the truth was revealed, administrators were accused of being blinded by liberal 
political correctness.14

An example of never knowing when a crisis is going to end, on February 22, 
2008, 38 members of the 2006 Duke lacrosse team filed suit in federal court and 
held a media event at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C. Named as 
defendants were the university, Brodhead and more than a dozen Duke officials, 
as well as the city of Durham, its city manager and various police officers. The 
lawsuit described team critics and protesters as an “angry mob” and the players 
were “reviled almost daily in local and national press” according Chuck Cooper, 
attorney for the players.15

Overcharging the government for research and charging non-authorized items. 
For every dollar the federal government spends with a university to support basic 
and applied research, the school can charge an overhead expense. A number of 
prestigious research institutions were exposed in the 1990s by Martin Anderson 
in his book Imposters in the Temple. The institutions compounded the problem by 
stonewalling the media about overhead charges. Federal auditors found Stanford 
University was the worst offender by adding 74 cents for every dollar it received 
in federal funds. Others named in the corruption scandal included University of 
California at Berkeley, University of Chicago, California Institute of Technology, 
Carnegie-Mellon, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Duke, Emory, Harvard Medi-
cal School, University of Hawaii, Johns Hopkins, MIT, University of Pennsylva-
nia, Pittsburgh, Rutgers, Southern California, Washington and Yale. 

Overhead charges are to cover the cost of lights, janitorial services, water and 
other utilities in the laboratories where the projects were being conducted. How-
ever, some charges made for overhead included flowers, a piano, antique chairs, 
a new shower curtain and bathroom window shades, and wedding reception for 
the president’s house; salary and benefits for the president’s chef; the president’s 
golf club membership, opera tickets and a trip to the Caribbean with his wife; 
a dozen engraved crystal decanters; a chauffeur for the president and his wife; 
depreciation on a yacht; administrative costs of running a commercial for-profit 
shopping center; construction costs of a new alumni club; expenses for terminat-
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ing employees; and even legal expenses to lobby Congress and defend against 
scientific fraud.16 Higher education has not agreed on a definition of overhead rate 
and neither has the federal government, so overhead rates can range from 30 to 
as high as 90 percent.

Administrative waste and inefficiency. Higher education largely operates with-
out oversight. It is self-governing, self-regulating and largely unregulated. This 
must be addressed on a continuing basis. Administration and staff positions have 
been increased significantly more than faculty. Anytime there is a story to be 
told about saving money, the public should be told. Tuition generally covers only 
about one-third of the actual cost of a student’s education, so the more students a 
college has, the more money it loses. 

Conflicts of interest. Perception is important, and university presidents, chan-
cellors, deans and faculty members will come under scrutiny when they sit on 
the boards of directors of outside organizations or have outside income-produc-
ing interests.

Athletics. The least impropriety involving an athletic program, even if it is an 
honest mistake, is ammunition for headlines and a page one story. Media exposure 
given to athletic scandals has a disproportionate influence on the public image 
of higher education. There are violations involving compliance with the NCAA. 
Then there are misdemeanors and felonies involving athletes. Sometimes even 
coaches create scandals. Sport at most universities today is big business. A quick 
look at the athletic department budgets and one might think you were reviewing 
the financial statement of a Fortune 500 company. The cost of running sports 
programs at major institutions is spiraling completely out of control and needs to 
be brought back to reality.

In 2007, the average earnings of the 120 major college football coaches was 
$1 million plus a myriad of benefits, perks, and bonuses. Four coaches made $3 
million or more, a dozen $2 million and another 50 $1 million. Joe Paterno, one 
of the winningest coaches ever in college football, is paid $512,664 by Penn State 
University. Twice he not only has turned down lucrative professional offers, but 
he and his wife have endowed the university more than $4 million. I wonder how 
much the $1 million plus coaches and their agents are giving back to their respec-
tive schools. 

By contrast, The Chronicle of Higher Education reported the median salary 
for 162 presidents and chancellors of public research universities and systems was 
$397,000. University officials respond saying the high salaries are an investment 
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in that generates revenues through increased ticket sales and prices, television 
rights fees, marketing revenues, donations, and even applications for admission. 
However, the NCAA reports that four of every five major college sports programs 
need subsidies that include student fees and other subsidies in order to balance 
the budget.

If the same rules are applied to all, there will be a level playing field, and costs 
can be reduced for all across-the-board. The ultimate responsibility lies with the 
CEOs and the boards of regents and governors to whom they report. All must 
start being held accountable.

What kind of message is this sending to the American public? Many public 
colleges and universities who once called themselves “state supported” now, 
because of decreasing funds, use the term “state assisted.” Some who received 
less than 15 percent public support from their legislature now even say they are 
just “state located.”

The NCAA has been gutless when it comes to limiting spending on sports. For 
example, why does a college football team need to have two or three times more 
uniformed players than a professional NFL team? Or larger coaching staffs? 
There is no justifiable answer. The number of players on a team should be limited 
and scholarships appropriately reduced over a three-year period. You don’t need 
a course in Econ 101 to know that with fewer players, fewer coaches and support 
staff that training, travel and per diem, and all costs would be slashed. A level 
playing field can be created but only if the presidents and chancellors who run the 
NCAA do their jobs. 

The NCAA and its leadership and members forget that intercollegiate sports ex-
ist for one reason only: because there is an academic institution. The institution of 
higher learning does not exist so there can be football, basketball and other sports 
team. In response to the overpaid coaches and the cost of athletic programs, some 
presidents will offer the excuse that the funds are paid by alumni and friends. If 
this is the case, let those so-called “philanthropists” endow scholarships to young 
people who otherwise might not be able to afford a college education, and who 
might just be the next Nobel prize laureate, break through scientist, or even a 
governor, or president of the U.S.

What a different world it would be if coaches were given bonuses not for win-
ning, but for molding character of individuals and insuring the scholar athletes 
graduate with degrees. And hold these same coaches to conduct standards, with 
salary deduction penalties, if thugs are recruited who might win games, but end 
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up being arrested and disgrace the institution. Taking the money out of winning 
would result in fewer recruiting violations, more honest athletic programs and less 
negative publicity for the institutions.

Sport Can Be An Important Tool to Sell Higher Education
Sport can be a powerful and dynamic marketing communications tool if the cam-
paign using this tool is strategically planned and professional executed. It also 
can be one of the most cost-effective ways of not just telling, but selling the story 
of higher education. Sport bridges age, race and gender gaps. It delivers the mes-
sage with impact to important publics that cannot be reached through traditional 
higher education information distribution channels. The opportunities exist at 
all levels from NCAA Division I through Division III programs and junior and 
community colleges.

In 1991, after more than half of the states in the U.S. slashed the budgets 
of public colleges and universities, the Texas Legislature warned academia to 
prepare for across-the-board cuts of 10 percent. In the face of such devastating 
reductions, higher education had become a favorite target for the media. There 
was no grass roots public support to refute any of the typical charges regarding 
faculty workloads, rising tuition costs, tenure, use of teaching assistants, and 
scandals in athletics.

Dr. William Mobley, then president of Texas A&M, took a leadership position to 
create a campaign and organize a coalition effort to rebuild public trust, and head 
off the proposed cuts by the legislature. Just as consumer products companies use 
research to determine the message and media to use, focus group research was con-
ducted in Dallas, Houston and San Antonio, followed by a statewide public opinion 
poll to define the issues, and create the message the public wanted to hear. 

Sport was the vehicle chosen to reach a major segment of the public that was 
not a constituent group of higher education – the audience that pollsters call the 
Bubba factor. After an aggressive 18-month campaign, instead of the mandated 
10 percent budget cut, the Texas Legislature actually increased spending nearly 7 
percent, which represented a swing of 17 percent and more than $1.5 billion. 

Texas A&M prepared the campaign that was used by the other colleges and 
universities in the state. Radio and television sports were produced for use on 
football, basketball and other sports telecasts and broadcasts. Print ads and fea-
ture stories were created for game programs. Coaches were part of a speakers 
bureau and were given paragraphs to insert in their remarks at booster clubs. 
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Through a Committee on Education, the former Southwest Conference launched 
a successful statewide program that even included donated billboards.  

Unfortunately, millions of dollars of free advertising time go to waste every 
year during football season and the NCAA “March Madness” basketball tourna-
ment. If the NCAA, various conferences, and colleges and universities wanted 
to win public financial support for higher education, they lost. Take any random 
number of television commercials produced by the institutions, switch the names 
and no one would know the difference. Most appear to be produced only to give 
alumni bragging rights with no central message. They generally always have a 
bell tower, show students walking across campus, and then with professors in a 
laboratory. Not one really told the American public how they benefit from what 
higher education is doing with their tax dollars. 

Department Crisis Plans Are Important
One crisis plan and team will generally not be sufficient in higher education. 
There should be sub-plans coordinated with the university’s plans, especially 
where there is a medical school, veterinary school or agriculture school. And at 
most universities, the athletic department needs its own crisis team to “what if” 
and develop its own plan. While the lead will still be university relations and the 
institution’s top public relations professional, the sports information director and 
the athletic director must be prepared to deal with crises in their areas.

Here are just a few examples of crises that can happen in athletic departments:

•  An athlete dies of a heart attack or stroke during practice in any number of 
sports, including football, soccer and basketball.

•  Even worse, the death occurs during a game.

•  Several athletes are arrested for a gang rape.

•  An athlete is arrested for shoplifting (or any other crime) in another city 
during an away game. This is worse when more than one are involved.

•  A coach is arrested for a DUI.

•  A score of athletes violate the university’s honor code or cheat on an exami-
nation.

•  A fan dies in the stands at a football or basketball game or other event.

•  A band member or someone participating during a halftime ceremony at 
midfield has a seizure or stroke and the game is being nationally televised.
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•  A coach or member of the administration has an extra-marital affair with a 
member of the staff or a student athlete. Even worse, the woman becomes 
pregnant.

•  A van, bus or vehicle has a serious accident while a team is traveling to or 
from a road event. One or more student athletes are killed and several others 
are taken to various hospitals in the area.

•  A coach dies having sex with a prostitute in a downtown hotel.

•  A violation of NCAA rules for any number of reasons.

The athletic director, sports information director and all coaches need to have 
emergency telephone contact numbers for everyone that needs to be notified. 
This can be a plasticized wallet card with direct dial office, home, and cell phone 
numbers, as well as people in university relations who need to be called.

Higher Education Can Take A Lesson 
from West Virginia University
Colleges and universities could take a lesson from West Virginia University re-
garding the message that needs to be communicated to the general public. David 
C. Hardesty, Jr., when he was president of West Virginia University, said that that 
research indicates that the state gets a return of $10 on every $1 invested in WVU. 
He also pointed out to the legislators and the people of the state many other good 
things the university is doing: university physicians provide $50 million of char-
ity care each year; law students give 11,000 hours of free legal services; students 
give 100,000 hours of community service; 3,600 new and experienced miners are 
trained in safety each year through the Mining Extension Service; 30,000 chil-
dren participate in summer reading programs; state farmers are increasing sales 
$1 million a year by participating in university programs; the university trained 
17,500 volunteer firefighters from around the state and U.S. last year.

And, the university’s math department earned $739,000 of national grant 
money to support math education in Appalachian middle schools; 97,000 people 
subscribe to WVU’s small-community water resource publications; more than 
340 companies are involved in energy saving research projects; and 100 new histo-
ries of West Virginia war veterans are now recorded in the archives of the Library 
of Congress. 

The citizens of West Virginia truly benefit from their flagship university in 
Morgantown. If the presidents of other universities started letting taxpayers in 
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their states know how they directly benefited, chances are legislators in their state 
capitols would start increasing, not decreasing support for higher education.

Private institutions are affected as well. When money is needed, the colleges 
and universities go to the public for support. With federal programs being cut or 
reprioritized, competition for all available funds is extremely competitive. Just 
as Hardesty and WVU have done, others should let their state’s taxpayers and 
legislators know why an investment in education is one of the best investments 
that can be made for the economy and well-being of the state.17

Summary Checklist
•  “What if …” all of the possible issues that could be considered a crisis.

•  Anticipate, plan/prepare and respond.

•  Develop a campaign to tell the story to the general public in the simplest of 
terms.

•  Conduct focus group research and public opinion polls to understand the 
concern of the taxpayers as well as the legislators. Take key words to use in 
the campaign message.

•  Consider using sport as one element among the diverse benefits American 
colleges and universities generate to win and build public trust.

•  If there is a crisis never try to conceal it or keep it internal. Sooner or later a 
good investigative reporter will have the story and things will be even worse 
when it is made public.

•  When someone leaks a crisis to the media often it is the only way justice can 
be sought. It would have been far better to have been open and transparent.

•  Have the most qualified and experience public relations professional respon-
sible. Reporting should be directly to the president.

•  Separate crisis plans and teams are needed in most athletic departments as 
well as at universities with medical, veterinary and agricultural schools.

•  The general counsel’s office needs to meet with university relations and the 
crisis team at least annually to understand the importance of communicat-
ing.

•  Any employee or department receiving a media request needs to immediately 
respond and inform university relations.

•  In a crisis, get the story out and close the case as quickly as possible.
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•  Do not overact to pressure from whatever source. Always do what is right.

•  Remember a no response can often be worse than a “no comment.”

•  Because an academic society can be very insular at times, listen to outside 
help before, during and after a crisis.

•  Organize an advisory team of outstanding public relations professionals who 
are alumni with a vested interest in the institution and use their talent, experi-
ence and knowledge.

•  Most of all, have a crisis management and communications plan and sub-
plans in place.
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CHAPTER 13

THE AGGIE PIGS 
AND PRESIDENT BUSH

Stink at Pig Farm and Bush Library

COLLEGE STATION, Texas – Residents of a rural area near Texas A&M 

University are raising a fuss over the relocation of a pig farm being displaced by 

construction of the George Bush Presidential Library.

School officials plan to move the Texas A&M Swine Center from a corner of 

the 90-acre (36-hectares) library site a few miles west to a place known as Brushy 

Community.

“The bottom line is, Brushy Community residents don’t want the pigs out 

there,” said Tam Garland, an A&M veterinarian whose home would be about 

300 yards from the pig center. “Whether it’s five pigs or 500 pigs, we don’t want 

them. You can’t keep a pig from stinking.”

– International Herald Tribune, Paris, France, September 21, 19941

With that breaking news story a crisis that Texas A&M University could have 
avoided went international. 

The next day the story was on television throughout the world. CNN Interna-
tional broadcast a feature that showed former President and Mrs. Bush breaking 
ground for the his presidential library. The story cut to pigs wallowing in a pig 
pen and finished with a strong quote from Reverend Cedric Rouse, minister of 
the African-American Clayton Baptist Church and president of the residents’ 
association. Rouse called the university’s actions “environmental racism.” Until 
this time, the story was reported only occasionally by the local media, the student 
newspaper, and sporadically by the Dallas and Houston newspapers.

The story began in 1993 when the university announced plans to build a new 
Animal Science, Teaching, Research and Extension Complex on a 582-acre site 
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8.5 miles from the center of the campus. The new facility was to have a beef cattle 
center, a sheep and goat, animal euthenics and nutrition, and physiology centers. 
The land was purchased in 1989 and a beef cattle center opened in 1993.

Expensive homes and ranches, owned predominantly by members of the A&M 
faculty and administration were on one side of the center. Across the highway was 
an established community of Black families, the Brushy Community. This was 
founded by a group of Black pioneers who moved from Clayton, North Carolina 
after the Civil War. The Clayton Baptist Church was named for the pioneers’ 
former hometown southeast of Raleigh. Most of the Blacks were hourly-wage em-
ployees working for the university in foodservice, maintenance, groundskeeping, 
and other similar jobs.

A Reputation As A Good Member of the Community
For decades, Texas A&M and the community had good relations. Few people 
challenged A&M because of its dominant position. There really was no serious 
controversy between the community and the university until the decision to have 
pigs at the new animal center. When George Bush decided to locate his presi-
dential library at A&M, the swine center was in the middle of the 90-acre site. 
Something had to give.

The first signs of any conflict came when the university was closed for 1993 
Christmas holidays. Required public announcements were published in the local 
paper on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. 

In early spring 1994, Dr. Charles Lee, then deputy vice chancellor of agriculture 
and life sciences, asked the author, then executive director of university relations at 
Texas A&M, for help. He wanted to contain the situation, was looking for advice 
how to handle the problem, and wanted to head off a crisis. The position of the 
administration was made clear by Dr. E. Dean Gage, who was the university’s 
interim president: “We are going to do the right thing. We are not going to force 
a pig farm on the community. The people that live there are not just community 
residents, they are employees and members of the Texas A&M family. If we have 
to find another location, we will. Let’s get closure on this as quickly as possible.”2

A 180 Degree Turn
Before the dispute could be resolved, the board of regents named Ray Bowen 
the new president. He was a 1958 graduate of A&M who had been acting presi-
dent at Oklahoma State. Bowen took over as president in June 1994 and named 
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Dr. Jerry Gaston, a sociology professor, as interim vice president of finance and 
administration. Working in tandem, the two took a hard line against the people 
in the community. This violated all principles of both community relations and 
employee relations. An incident rapidly escalated into a full blown crisis.

Tension increased at the meetings between the community and A&M. Faculty 
members joined with the Black community to form a coalition. The university 
held all meetings on campus during business hours. This meant that Blacks from 
the Brushy Community had to take off from work without pay. The more the 
community leaders pushed for fairness, the harder the line the university took. 
Bowen and Gaston clearly drew a line in the sand. Anticipating a major inter-
national crisis about to explode, on December 12, 1994, the author prepared a 
detailed situation analysis for A&M’s leadership.

SITUATION AND ISSUES ANALYSIS

Subject: Animal Science Teaching Research Education Center/Swine Center

Background: During the spring of 1994 the primary issue was to reduce the num-

ber of pigs on the site to alleviate any problems related to air and water pollution. 

This was done by locating half of the animals to a new site in McGregor.

The issue today is that the community does not want any pigs at all near its 

community, and wants a new location for the Swine Center.

Key Issues: There is a community of nearly 200 families surrounding the pro-

posed center. Half of the families are poor African-Americans. All are against 

the relocation of any pigs to the new Animal Science Center.

The accusation of “environmental racism” against Texas A&M.

Adversaries could use the George Bush Presidential Library Center as the 

primary media focus with the Texas A&M University administration account-

able and responsible.

SPECIFIC ISSUES:

Planning

University: Extensive planning and study over a number of years with impact 

statements.

Downsized plan at an additional cost of $600,000.

Community: “Planners talked to only four families, none of whom were 

Black.”
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60% of prevailing winds will affect 100 Black families and four churches (two 

of which are African-American and one Asian-American).

“The research, impact analysis and site selection were not properly or profes-

sionally done.”

The community has proposed alternative sites.

“The university has circumvented the law by downsizing, and using a loophole 

to avoid reporting to the state natural resources authority.”

“With less than 1,000 pigs there is no authority for air and water quality. A&M 

is free to do whatever it wants with no controls.”

“This violates the basic principles of good urban planning – placing livestock 

in a residential area.”

“This is nothing more than environmental racism.”

“The architectural firm should be held liable for doing an improper impact 

study and analysis.”

[Author note: Quotes are comments made by members of the Brushy Com-

munity affected by the new center.]

Technology

University: State-of-the-art technology.

Facilities are designed for twice the number of pigs and capacity of waste.

Odor and pollution of air and water will be controlled.

Center will be an environmental showplace for everyone to see.

University will guarantee the technology that there will be no odors or 

pollution.

All odors will be monitored. The swine industry now spends $25-30 million 

each year on technology.

Community: “Any lagoon will leak. Data from Iowa points out Texas A&M has 

not done its research.”

“The system proposed is primitive. The technology is inferior and would not 

be allowed by EPA.”

“Livestock animal waste is the #1 ground polluter in the U.S.”

“During heavy rains, lagoons can overflow and contaminate ground water and 

the Brazos River.”

“Current water table is at 70’ in sand with a high hydraulic absorption capacity.”
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“Spreading lagoon waste as fertilizer will only take the pig smell from a small, 

confined area, and spread it over a larger, broad area.”

“Regardless of what is done, pigs still will smell.”

Community Relations

University: The university wants to be a good citizen. It is listening to what 

people in the community want.

Community: “There is constant conflict between `town and gown.’ The univer-

sity has terrible community relations. Texas A&M is very arrogant, especially its 

attorneys.” Faculty cited examples of where they had worked where there were 

excellent town and gown relationships (i.e. Illinois). “A&M needs to respond to 

community needs.”

“We cannot trust the university to keep its word. A new administration may 

reverse what had been promised by a previous administration. The recent indict-

ments and convictions prove that `Aggies do lie, cheat and steal.’ You can no 

longer trust anyone at Texas A&M.”

“When the university allowed the Ku Klux Klan to have a campus rally, it 

turned off a lot of Blacks in the Bryan-College Station community.”

Construction

University: State-of-the-art construction technology will be used.

Community: “Every building the university builds is flawed and needs immedi-

ate attention. Major items are excluded or overlooked.” Community leaders cited 

several buildings (medical school, new vet medicine building, and architecture) 

that have been recently opened as having major construction flaws.

Maintenance

University: Any problems will be immediately corrected.

Community: “Maintenance is a low priority at Texas A&M.” Professors from 

the community cited classrooms where 20% of the seats are broken and students 

have to sit in aisles or on the floor, with complaints having been made for as long 

as three years.

“University employees and faculty know that maintenance is an inherent 

problem at A&M.”
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Real Estate Values

University: The university undertook a study and found that there had been no 

appreciable loss of real estate property values.

Community: “Location of any pigs near a residential community will destroy 

property values.”

“People are taking losses already with the knowledge that pigs will be located 

near the community.”

“People cannot afford to move and live anywhere else.”

Emotional Impact

University: Decisions have to be made with students as a priority.

The facility is important to the livestock industry in Texas.

The university has spent an additional $600,000 to accommodate the needs of 

the community.

Community: “The Black families do not have air conditioning. Unlike rich, 

white folks, we cannot shut our windows, and turn on air conditioning, to shut 

out the pig smell.”

“If the smell is no problem, then why not leave the facility where it is. If it is a 

problem, why is the smell OK for 100 Black families and not the Bushes?”

“The social activities of the Black community take place outdoors both at the 

churches and individual homes. This would not be possible with odors from the 

pigs.”

“Most Black families cannot afford dryers and hang clothes to dry on clothes-

lines. Are these people expected to go to work with their clothes smelling with 

the stench of pigs?”

“Who is more important? The 100 Black families, and the Brushy Commu-

nity, or A&M students?”

“You can’t `spring clean’ with hog smell coming through a house.”

“We want Texas A&M to be the best university in the country – providing the 

best education and teaching possible for the students and our children, who will 

be future students. We support A&M, but A&M needs to support us.”

“A&M has handled this wrong from the very beginning. I am tired of bad 

press. This will only create more bad press, and it is my university. The university 

is behaving wrong. Listen to the folks.”

“We are too poor to try to fight A&M and its staff of attorneys.”

“We want an answer soon, so we know if we have to start fund-raisers and 
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benefits to get money to pay our attorneys.”

“If you are concerned and listening, do what we ask.”

“The worry of having a pig farm is our neighborhood is killing us – blood pres-

sure, nerves, and worry about those of us with asthma and respiratory diseases.”

Executive Summary

University: The university has studied this problem for a number of years and 

believes it has made a valid decision regarding the location of the new animal 

science center and, in particular, the swine center. It believes this is in the best in-

terests of everyone involved. In recent months when serious concerns have been 

raised by the community, the university has listened to the community. It first 

downsized the facility at considerable expense, and found a site in McGregor to 

accommodate half of the swine. Now, the university is listening to complaints 

from the community that it does not want any pigs located on the site of the 

proposed swine center. The university wants to be a good citizen and neighbor, 

and is considering its options.

Community: The community believes that the university is making it the victim 

because the pigs have to be moved from their present location to make room for 

the new Bush Presidential Library Center. The families are concerned about air 

and ground water pollution, the impact on their environment, and lifestyle, and 

how this could destroy the value of their homes and property. State-of-the-art 

technology, and the additional cost to the university, are not considerations.

Media Relations Evaluation

For public and media reaction, the community will focus on the Bush Library 

and the Bush family, as much as it will on the university for creating this problem. 

The controversy will become a significant race issue.

If this happens, the controversy becomes a media crisis, and the story will be one 

of national and even international magnitude. A possible storyline could be about 

“the lives of 100 Black families being destroyed because of the Bush Library.”

During the Saturday (December 10) meeting, the community indicated it 

would wait for a response from the university before taking further action. If 

the issue escalates, the media interest will do so accordingly. The issues involved 

with this controversy are exactly what 60 Minutes, Hard Copy, 20/20, Eye-to-

Eye and other television news magazines are looking for, as well as all national 

newspapers and magazines.
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With a quick response, this controversy could be contained without embar-

rassment to President Bush and his family, and any further embarrassment or 

tarnish on the image of Texas A&M.

Recommendation

1.  The university should issue a press release and statement this week that would:

*  thank the community for making known its concerns;

*  assure the community that all concerns are being reviewed and consid-

ered;

*  announce that all work on the new center and the Bush Library is being 

temporarily suspended; and,

*  put construction on hold until the university has plans for an alternate 

site that is acceptable to the Brushy Community as well as the neighbors 

in the new community.

2.  President Bowen should meet with the community Tuesday evening, Decem-

ber 20 and assure them that he is personally involved and outline the process 

that will be taking place.

3.  If a decision is made to still locate a downsized swine center on the proposed 

site, then a “what if?” analysis must be prepared and discussed.

Rene A. Henry 

December 12, 1994

This was not what the Aggie administration wanted to hear. President Bowen no 
longer wanted the author’s advice regarding this crisis. The author warned about 
timing since the university was going to close for the Christmas holiday season, 
which would have been a perfect time for the opposition to mount a campaign. 
Most university officials would not be available to defend their position. 

The administration did compromise by holding a meeting on December 20 
with the community residents in the animal science center in the community. The 
morning of the meeting, the story was statewide. The headline in the Houston 
Chronicle was, “Rural residents turn up noses at A&M pig farm ... Bush Library 
forcing swine center to move.”3 The Houston Post headlined, “Community wants 
no `stinking’ pigs.’”4 “Disgruntled over swine ... Some residents are angry with 
A&M’s plans to move pig farm because of new Bush library” was the headline 
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in The Dallas Morning News.5 All ran an Associated Press story that led with: 
“COLLEGE STATION, Texas – Residents of a rural area near Texas A&M 
University are raising a stink over the relocation of a pig farm being displaced by 
construction of the George Bush Presidential Library.”6 The next day the story 
was all over the world. Then things quieted while the community, and the college, 
tried to find a solution.7 

University Revises Original Plans
During this time, the university modified the design of the complex to relocate the 
Swine and Dairy Products Centers, established a water quality management plan 
with the Texas State Soil and Water Conservation Board, and established other 
practices to assure surface and groundwater protection, and air quality.8 When 
asked about residents’ complaints about the stench of manure, Dr. John Beverly, 
deputy vice chancellor and associate dean insisted: “There’s not going to be a 
problem.”9 The university proposed to keep 50 to 75 pigs at the center for teaching 
and research purposes. However, according to Dr. Albert Schaffer, a professor 
emeritus of sociology and community resident, if the pigs were allowed to breed, 
there could be 700 to 800 pigs there at any one time.10 

The conflict involved more than just the swine. Apart from the smells and 
flies, residents were concerned about contaminated ground water, contaminated 
aquifers and illness that could be caused by the high level of nitrates, phosphates, 
other chemicals, and viruses and other micro-organisms. “We are very concerned 
over losing control of our lives and very existence, and having to cope with an ob-
noxious environment,” said Schaffer. “It these matters come to pass, investments 
in our homes are virtually worthless.”11

In June 1995, the university moved ahead with construction. The residents es-
tablished Residents Opposed to Pigs and Livestock, and filed a lawsuit in federal 
court in Houston in August. Dr. Ruth Schaffer, Albert’s wife, and also a professor 
emeriti of sociology at A&M, expressed her concern over the safety of drinking 
water. “No one with a well less than 100 feet deep should be drinking out of it at this 
time,” she said.12 This was amplified by Jim Mazzullo, a geology professor at A&M 
and also a community resident, who said studies done by a firm contracted by the 
university revealed the site is “unstable.” Mazzullo said: “The report speaks for 
itself. …[The site] is underlaid by unstable clay, and has a very shallow water table 
that makes it incredibly susceptible to contamination by animal waste ... and the 
problem is exacerbated because so many people depend on wells in the area.”13
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The geology professor believed one of the proposed university safety measures 
was essentially flawed. He said that an underground plastic liner to contain wastes 
and other materials with potential health hazards “will not remain impermeable, 
and will leak water quickly” because “the type of clay is expansive, and will swell 
and shrink with the weather. ... There’s just no way to engineer around the clay.”14

Possible Critters in the Water
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, nationwide livestock 
waste impairs river waters to a greater extent than storm sewers and run-off, 
combined sewer outflows or industrial sources. About 150 diseases can be 
contracted from drinking water contaminated by animal wastes.

Health safety concerned the fear that cryptosporidia, a parasite organism that 
is passed in animal feces, will filter into the water system. Catherine Wade, a 
technician in Texas A&M’s College of Veterinary Medicine pathbiology depart-
ment said that cryptosporidia is a parasite only smaller than a human red blood 
cell. “The parasite usually causes diarrhea for about two weeks when humans 
and animals are infected. The body, unable to develop resistance to the parasite, 
continually loses fluid and minerals.”15

Problems with pigs anywhere near residential communities has been well 
documented by the media. CBS television featured problems with pigs in North 
Carolina where there are more pigs than people. The state’s pig population of 8.5 
million exceeds the state’s 7.2 million people. Television cameras showed farms 
located in predominantly Black communities, and how some 30 percent of the 
ground water wells near hog farms had become contaminated. Morley Safer of 
60 Minutes said: “A good neighbor never stinks up his community with feces and 
urine.” But this is exactly what happened in 1995 when a rain-swollen lagoon 
adjacent to one of the farms spilled 22 million gallons of hog feces and urine over 
the North Carolina countryside.16 

Pig Problems Not Isolated In College Station
With increased consumption of pork, which is now a $30 billion industry in 
the U.S., livestock farms are creating controversy wherever they are located. 
Colorado farmer Galen Travis says it is not just the smell of reeking hog manure 
that concerns him, but that deep lagoons where hog waste is stored could seep 
through the dry soil and pollute the Oglala Aquifer, the underground lake that 
provides drinking and irrigation water to much of the western Great Plains. Voters 
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in North Carolina, Kansas, Nebraska and Oklahoma are opposing new hog farms 
and restricting those now in operation.17

In January 1996, in the face of pending litigation, Texas A&M began construc-
tion on the $5.5 million complex. Even the local newspaper suggested the univer-
sity delay construction until a court decision was handed down. Here are excerpts 
from the editorial board’s opinion piece:

Our View

A&M should wait a bit

“Despite court-ordered mediation with unhappy residents of the Brushy Com-

munity, Texas A&M University officials have vowed to continue construction of 

the early phases of an animal science complex that will house sheep and goats 

and, for periods of three or four months at a time, swine.

“What’s the rush? U.S. District Judge Ewing Werlein, Jr. has asked lawyers 

... to come up with a compromise by the end of the month. By continuing its 

construction ... A&M officials are saying there can be only one solution: their’s.

“...If the judge rules against A&M, that work – and expense – will be for 

naught. The prudent and neighborly thing would be to wait for the judge’s ruling, 

whatever it might be.

“The big fear is that government projects take on lives of their own. Once start-

ed, they are hard to stop. ... A delay of a few weeks will push the completion of the 

animal center back, but so would an adverse ruling from Judge Werlein.”18

Residents Call on Governor Bush for Help
In January 1996, Judge Werlein did not grant an injunction requested by the resi-
dents, but warned the university not to build facilities for animals. He then ordered 
the two parties into mediation scheduled for March. In February, the Schaffers 
called on Texas Governor George W. Bush for help, since he appoints the regents 
who approve of such projects. “Unless the governor takes some kind of action,” 
said Al Schaffer, “his father’s presidential library will be tarnished with the im-
age of environmental racism.” He added that his organization has been patiently 
working with the A&M administration for nearly two years. “They talk about 
being good community citizens, but their actions contradict their press releases. 
The university has been trying to bully this center through its final stages. They 
have not backed off once from their original plans. Their arrogant attitude has 
been ‘what is good for Aggies is good for the world.’”19
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Governor Bush referred to matter to Mary Nan West, a South Texas rancher 
and chairman of A&M’s board of regents, and Fred McClure, a Dallas business-
man and member of the board of regents.

Chairman/rancher West, a strong advocate for the animal center, said that she 
and her regents did not plan to discuss the issue with the governor. “I don’t see 
why it should be discussed between the governor and the board of regents,” she 
said. ‘“It’s not up to the governor or the legislature to tell any university what 
to build where. I don’t know what the big hullabaloo is. I certainly believe the 
administrators (at A&M), and they tell me they have complied with all the envi-
ronmental rules and regulations.”20

“The whole question of moving the complex has been under discussion since 
the early 1980s,” McClure said. “It is not something that was just decided when 
the president decided to place his library here.”21 The land for the center was 
purchased in 1989.22 The decision to build the Bush Presidential Library complex 
on the site of the existing pig farm was May 3, 1991.23 

If It Walks Like A Duck, Talks Like A Duck ...
The university’s spokesperson, Jim Ashlock, responded by calling Schaffer’s com-
ments a misrepresentation of the issue to the governor. “They say we are building 
a ‘pig and livestock farm.’ It is not a pig and livestock farm. It is not a farm. It is 
an educational center.”24

Public sentiment had turned against the university. In an editorial in the student 
newspaper, Elaine Mejia, a senior political science major wrote, “Texas A&M 
world class university with world class problems. ... Despite the fact that legal ac-
tion and mediation are pending, administration officials have proceeded with their 
plans to violate the most basic of land use principles – when possible, it is best 
to avoid using the same area of land for two competing functions. When land is 
being used to sustain the lives of American citizens, no corporation, government, 
person or university should be allowed to contaminate it, particularly when there 
are other options available.” After citing many of the statements made by both 
sides, the Aggie student described cases of environmental racism and environmen-
tal justice. She then wrote, “A&M’s choosing to locate the center in the Brushy 
Creek area is nothing unique. Rather, A&M is added to a national list of suspect 
organizations that may have chosen locations based on the characteristics of their 
residents – in this case, low-income and African-American. ... Historically, there 
has been a disparity in enforcement of environmental regulations as well.”25
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Community Leaders Have Their Say
Community leaders began to speak out. In a letter to the editor of the local news-
paper, The Eagle, Cora Rogers wrote: “It saddens me and it hurts to know that 
A&M would want to treat human beings like animals. They think more of their 
animals than they do about humans. ... Our lives and health are at stake. ... A&M 
can find another place that is not in a residential community ... that will not pol-
lute the air and water and keep A&M’s name out of lawsuits and media. A&M 
officials have built a reputation of not keeping their word. ... We have put our 
roots here. ... Some people here have worked 20-25 years and have finally retired 
to what? The hollering of animals at night when we try to sleep, the smell and the 
flies, bad water or contaminated water, diseases and more health problems to add 
to what we already have, fires, stress to deal with all of this, and death. Thank you 
A&M. If hell is anything like this, then I welcome hell.”26

Another resident, Ruby Ellis, said “We’ve worked all our lives for what we 
have. I’m thankful for A&M. It gave us work. But now it looks like they’re trying 
to take our lives.” Etta Ruth Williams, whose grandfather was one of the Black 
pioneers who first settled the community, added, “We won’t be able to go outside. 
We were here before A&M was here, and now it looks like they want to take over 
our homes. Like most of her neighbors, Williams spent most of her working life at 
the university in menial jobs. Her mother worked in the campus laundry.”27

En Fin ... An Agreement?
When court-ordered mediation on March 2-3, 1996, and 23 hours of negotiation, 
failed to resolve the dispute, a hearing date was set for March 29 in U.S. District 
Court in Houston. Only minutes before the hearing was to begin, with principals 
to the litigation and witnesses in the courtroom, the two sides had a preliminary 
verbal agreement in Judge Werlein’s chambers. Two years after the incident-now-
turned-crisis began, when the two sides first met on March 29, 1994, the university 
and community agreed:

*  A&M would post a $5 million performance bond to pay for any damage to 
its neighbors.

*  A&M would pay the community $600,000 for legal and other expenses.

*  The center will have an average of 1,000 and no more than 1,300 animals of 
all types would be housed on the site at one time. This is a reduction from 
1,687 A&M planned before the agreement.
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*  No more than 10 pigs would live at the facility full time and 10 sows and their 
piglets would be there no more than 70 days at a time.

*  Some of the manure produced by animals will be removed to another site for 
composting.

*  The residents will have a council to monitor operation of the center to make 
sure it does not harm the surrounding area.

*  A&M agreed not to try and buy more land around the center for agriculture 
purposes but could for something such as a library.28

In May, the general outlines of the settlement was approved by the university’s 
board of regents but the two sides still had a few details to work out.29 Things got 
no better during the torrid and humid Brazos summer. By August the organi-
zation representing the community, Residents Opposed to Pigs and Livestock, 
accused the university of trying to renege on the agreement. Reverend Cedric 
Rouse said A&M reneged on some areas and refused to accept other sections 
written by A&M attorneys and agriculture specialists.30

A Breakdown. Agreement? No!
Negotiations continued until September, when Delmar Cain, the school’s new 
general counsel, asked the Residents Opposed to Pigs and Livestock to indemnify 
the university against all future lawsuits from the residents, and all people living 
within two miles of the center. At this time the differences between the residents’ 
attorney, Bob Hager of Dallas, Texas, and the university had narrowed, and were 
close to being resolved. Hager said that it would be impossible, if not illegal, for 
indemnification and requested a court date from Judge Werlein.31

Rouse said A&M now intends to build a poultry center and a center for exotic 
animals at the site, and to exclude non-university-owned animals from the count. 
Dr. Al Schaffer said A&M officials now are interested in condemning land near 
the complex sometime in the future because the agreement had a 15-year morato-
rium on land purchases in the area. All charges were denied by A&M’s assistant 
general counsel, Bill Helwig. 

Another major hangup was over providing names of members of the ROPL 
organization. According to Mrs. Schaffer, Judge Werlein specifically told the uni-
versity that the community should not provide a list of names until the settlement 
is signed, and then the list would be given not to A&M, but to the Texas Attorney 
General. She said that A&M was misleading the public by claiming it is ready to 
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sign an agreement and blame the community for not giving it names of members. 
Lawyer Helwig disagreed saying the judge told the community they would have to 
submit names before they could expect A&M to finalize the agreement.32

Speaking for the community, the Schaffers said many members were afraid 
of retaliation by the university if their names were on a list provided before any 
settlement. Both also said pressure had been exerted on some faculty members, 
and they too were concerned about vengeful retaliation by the administration.

With the situation still not resolved, construction on the new animal science 
center was completed in May 1997. The community called on the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency for help under both the Clean Water Act and the 
Civil Rights Act, for environmental justice, since federal funds were used in a 
racially discriminatory way. The university, now with its third general counsel 
since the dispute began, had committed even more public funds by retaining an 
outside law firm.

Several times during this conflict A&M had an opportunity to end the crisis. 
“The university could have had a very favorable settlement at the end of the 
mediation in March 1996,” says Albert Schaffer. “We were worn down. Our 
attorneys were pressuring us to settle. Then we would have been willing to allow 
1,600 animals at the center and take a relatively small sum of money. A&M 
offered $144,000.”33 The “agreement” reached less than a month later in Judge 
Werlein’s chambers was a maximum of 1,000 animals and A&M would pay the 
community $600,000.

“We also are concerned about the center’s deterioration over time, since A&M 
has a poor record of maintaining facilities, especially agriculture,” writes Schaf-
fer. “We also believe that A&M will use eminent domain to expand the facility if 
we lose the lawsuit. They will build a large swine center for 1,500 or more animals 
and move the dairy cattle to the area. Moving it from the site opens that area for 
development.”34

One publication appropriately summed up the crisis by writing, “Texas A&M 
University is facing an unusually messy lawsuit – one involving race, George Bush, 
land use, and animal waste.”35

A Saga That Continues
On August 12, Roliff H. Purrington, Jr., partner in the Austin, Texas law firm of 
Mayor, Day, Caldwell & Keeton, wrote attorneys for the plaintiff and cited a num-
ber of concessions and expenditures the university had made, including $366,000 
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to acquire a closed composting system, adding odor and pathogen monitoring 
systems, and that since the last mediation efforts that more than $600,000 had 
been spent on upgrades and environmental controls at the facility.36

Noting that “we have no authority to make any settlement offers to ROPL,” 
Purrington added that “We would, however, recommend something roughly along 
the following lines to our client: one time cash payments of $2,000 to members 
of ROPL located north of Highway 60 and along the south side of Highway 60 
east of the facility, e.g. those African American residents whom we believe reside 
in the ‘true’ Brushy Community, not those ROPL members along Kemp Road 
or in the other subdivisions to the east, for instance, where the Schaffers live.” 
Purrington added that the university would expect full releases for any and all 
claims and dismissal of the current lawsuit with prejudice and in return “TAMU 
would agree to release ROPL members, particularly Dr. Tam Garland and Drs. 
Al and Ruth Schaffer from what we believe are, at best, negligent and, at worst, 
intentional misrepresentations throughout the community and in the press in 
connection with the nature of the ASTREC facility.”37

Nearly 18 months after the two sides reached an agreement in his chambers, 
Judge Werlein, who was appointed to the bench was by George H. W. Bush on 
November 20, 1991,38 dismissed large portions of the lawsuit. On September 
11, less than two months before the Bush Presidential Library was scheduled 
for formal grand opening events, he cited immunity for Texas A&M under the 
Eleventh Amendment that generally bars suits against an unconsenting state 
since a judgment against the university would interfere with the fiscal autonomy 
of the state.39

“After two years in court, to dismiss it was a big shock to us,” said Ruth Schaf-
fer. Judge Werlein left intact only the group’s claims alleging emotional distress, 
nuisance and, trespassing. Residents Opposed to Pigs and Livestock subsequently 
filed a similar state district court action in Brazos County that is nearly identical 
to the federal lawsuit.40

Aggie spokesman Ashlock said that the university decided to move the swine 
facility although other animals, including some farrowing sows, will still be located 
at the center. The A&M attorneys asked Judge Werlein for a summary judgment 
in the federal case while State District Judge Carolyn Ruffino instructed both 
parties to file a status report by December 29, 1997.41

The problem, which was nearly resolved only months after it became an inci-
dent in the spring of 1994, will have taken nearly four years and a cost to taxpayers 
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estimated at several million dollars, as well as millions more in embarrassment 
and loss of reputation for A&M. 

According to the office of the general counsel, at any one time there are about 
30 lawsuits involving the university. In addition to the Brushy Community, this 
included the following:42

*  A $25 million suit by former freshman and member of the Corps of Cadets, 
Travis Alton, accusing four top officials of ignoring hazing problems in the 
now-disbanded Fish Drill Team that led to his being assaulted.

*  A dispute with computer scientist Dhiraj Pradhan, who has tenure and holds 
an endowed chair and is the ninth-highest paid A&M employee with a sal-
ary of $181,767, who was suspended in August 1997. The university charges 
the professor took $100,000 intended for research and Pradhan claims his 
troubles are caused by opposition to post-tenure review.

*  Doug Donahue, a former cook in foodservices, claims he was fired because 
he called attention to food theft and time card fraud in the department. A&M 
claims he was a disruptive influence at work. Two former foodservice manag-
ers were paid out of court settlements in their litigation against the university: 
Lloyd Smith, former director of the operation, $118,750, and George Ned-
balek, business manager, $95,000

*  Matt Carroll, a graduate student in architecture and former commander of 
the Corps of Cadets, is taking his case to the U.S. Supreme Court. He claims 
he lost his job as project manager for an A&M project because he refused to 
sign timesheets that didn’t accurately reflect the hours worked by the students 
employed. He views the episode as a violation of the Aggie Code of Honor, 
which states: “Aggies do not lie, cheat or steal or tolerate those who do.”

Bowen, Gaston and Ashlock responded that the university is an “easy target” 
for lawsuits. “There’s no way an organization as complicated and as people-ori-
ented as this one is not going to have some disputes,” said Gaston. “That’s the way 
it’s going to be.” 

Meanwhile, diagonally across the state from College Station, in the Texas 
Panhandle, hog producers are looking to make the Lone Star the hog capital of 
the world. In fact, Amarillo Republican State Senator Teel Bivin said, “I see no 
reason why this area should not produce 75 percent of the world’s pork.” The 
northernmost 23 counties of Texas had 52,000 pigs on farms in 1992, some 279,000 
by 1996 and an estimated 1.352 million in the year 2000. One magazine wrote: 
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“Banned temporarily from locating in Kentucky and exiled by voter referenda in 
18 counties in Kansas, the pork industry is moving whole hog to the Lone Star 
State. Nippon Meat Packers, with 1996 revenues of $4.9 billion; Murphy Family 
Farms, the country’s largest pork producer; Premium Standard Farms, Va., Inc., 
a Spanish company; and Seaboard Farms, all now have pork production facilities 
in Texas and are looking to expand them further to get into the export market to 
meet demand in Japan, Mexico, Canada and the Pacific Rim.43

The A&M crisis damaged both the university’s community relations and em-
ployee relations efforts. One must ask a number of questions in reviewing this 
case. Why did a crisis like this happen in the first place? If there was a misun-
derstanding, could it have been resolved with compassion? Several times, Texas 
A&M had an opportunity to end the conflict, to cut short its financial losses 
and not lose face. Was it institutional arrogance? Was it ego? Was it a holdover 
militaristic attitude when A&M was an all-male, all-white military school? Was 
it a refusal to admit a mistake? Only the leadership at Texas A&M can answer 
those questions.

Summary Checklist
•  Consider whether this was or was not a classic case of academic institutional 

arrogance.

•  What could have become a “no crisis” or one contained just in the local town 
of the university became internationally embarrassing. The crisis should have 
lasted only days, not four years.

•  The actions of the university violated all rules of community relations and 
employee relations.

•  Much of the discussion and negotiation could have been done behind the 
scenes rather than in the media.

•  In situations like this there will be experts giving opinions. In this crisis, the 
university’s own experts, siding with the community, criticized and had opin-
ions other than those the administration was quoting.

•  Never change the playing field or rules in the middle of a game.

•  In almost every crisis prepare a “Situation and Issues Analysis” looking con-
structively at all issues and developing pros and cons. This is an excellent 
model to follow.



The Aggie Pigs And President Bush | 281

•  Use the new facility as a means of rebuilding goodwill destroyed during the 
four years of contentiousness. 
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CHAPTER 14

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF CUSTOMER SERVICE

A customer is the most important visitor on our premises. He is not 
dependent on us. We are dependent on him. He is not an interrupter of 
our work, but the purpose of it. He is not an outsider to our business. 

– Gandhi

Well done is better than well said. – Benjamin Franklin

There is no magic to customer service. It is basically just good old fashioned 
common sense. It is how you want to be treated when you are spending money 
for a product or service. Treat everyone the way you would want to be treated, 
only better. Nonprofit and government organizations also need customer service. 
Magazines, including Business Week, rate the top 25 companies for customer 
service and annually most of the same names are always on the list.

Time and again crises have been created, as well as exacerbated, by poor or 
non-existent customer service. Something as simple as not returning a phone call, 
or not responding to a letter, e-mail or fax, can create a crisis. That is why it is 
important to return every call and answer every letter, e-mail and fax. Consider 
what happened to one of the country’s major homebuilders when a secretary 
didn’t get back to a new home buyer, or make her boss aware of the situation. The 
customer was concerned her dishwasher wasn’t working when she was planning 
an important dinner party on Saturday. She stayed home all day Thursday, wait-
ing for a repairman who never arrived, and in spite of repeated calls to the builder 
on Friday, the same happened. She had a multitude of errands to run Saturday.

The secretary considered the woman a chronic complainer, and just didn’t like 
her. When the home owner called at 4:45 Friday afternoon, the secretary ignored 
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her, and went home. During the new home owner’s dinner party, the conversation 
got around to how the builder was handling repairs, and how badly this one woman 
had been treated. Before the evening was over, all of the guests discussed problems 
with their houses that needed fixing. An attorney was one of the dinner guests and 
suggested a class-action law suit. The next day the entire new home community 
was mobilized, and by the time the secretary’s boss got to work on Monday morn-
ing, a class-action suit had been filed asking for sales rescissions.

Not only did the home builder have to correct probably many more items than 
otherwise may have been needed, but a cash settlement and costly attorney’s fees 
impacted quarterly earnings, tarnished its good reputation because of negative 
media exposure, and sparked action for class-action suits by homeowners in other 
subdivisions. What makes this crisis even worse is the fact that the homebuilder 
was one of the first to establish a customer relations department, and was well 
respected by its customers and fellow builders. However, when employees don’t 
follow company policy, even the best programs can fail.

When you think of customer service, one person who makes excellent points 
is Lou Holtz, a champion football coach, television analyst and a motivational 
speaker. Here is what he says about “what our customers mean to us.”1

•  Customers are the most important people in our business.

•  Customers do not depend on us, we depend on them.

•  Customers never interrupt our work, they are our work.

•  Customers do us a favor when they call; we don’t do them favors by letting 
them in.

•  Customers are part of our business, not outsiders.

•  Customers are flesh-and-blood human beings, not cold statistics.

•  Customers bring us their wants; we fulfill them.

•  Customers are not to be argued with.

•  Customers deserve courteous attention.

•  Customers are the lifeblood of this, and every other business.

•  Customers are who we are when we’re not working (So let’s treat them the 
way we want to be treated ourselves!).
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The Boss Sets the Example
Leadership for customer service starts at the very top. Harry S Truman said it 
best: “The buck stops here.” But you also have to let every employee in the orga-
nization know the importance of customer service, and empower all employees to 
act in the best interests of the organization. That is the philosophy of Carl Sewell, 
who built his Cadillac automobile dealer agency in Dallas into #1 in the world. 
He wants to turn a one-time car buyer into a lifetime customer. He instills in his 
employees that the customer is always right, even if she or he is wrong. Several of 
his commandments include:2 

•  Underpromise, overdeliver.

•  Whatever the customer asks, the answer is always “yes.”

•  No complaints? Something’s wrong.

However, not everyone agrees that the customer is always right. Deborah Gard-
ner, president of Compete Better Now!, Phoenix, Arizona, and who speaks pro-
fessionally on customer service, says, “Customers may think they are right, but in 
their heart they know they are not always right. It’s just a matter of a competitive 
stance of trying to push your buttons to see what they can get away with. I know, 
I’m a customer too.”

She also advises her sales audiences to think about all of the time, effort, and 
money that go into converting prospects into customers. “Once they become your 
customers, do you think your customers are satisfied? Customer satisfaction doesn’t 
always mean customer loyalty,” Gardner says. “These days, even if your customers 
appear completely satisfied with your product or service, 40 to 50 percent of them 
will leave you and start doing business with your competition. Today, satisfying the 
needs of your customers by providing fast, efficient service is no longer enough. You 
must move beyond customer satisfaction and engage your customers in memorable 
experiences that are consistent with your brand promise.”3

No CEO did a better job than the late Lord Taylor. He headed Taylor Wood-
row, a British conglomerate involved in everything from building nuclear power 
plants and the English Channel tunnel, to housing developments in the U.K., 
U.S., Canada and Spain. Following a social function where a friend confronted 
him about a problem, he sent an edict to all employees that he be sent any cus-
tomer complaint. Failure to do so would result in immediate termination, whether 
the employee was a secretary or a division president. Because of his hands-on 
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management style, and empowering his employees to resolve customer problems, 
within months complaints virtually disappeared.

AMICA, a 100-year-old insurance company headquartered in Providence, 
Rhode Island believes loyal employees create loyal customers. Some 25 percent 
of its employees have been with the company for 20 or more years.4

Take Customer Service to the Bottom Line
“Consumers who have a positive experience naturally spend more time and 
money in a store or shopping online,” said Glenda McNeal, senior vice president, 
Retail and Emerging Industries, American Express Merchant Services. “Excel-
lent service is of the greatest importance as retailers work to retain and build their 
customer base.”5

Just as good customer service will build a business, and often allow a company 
to charge more for its products and services than the competition, bad customer 
service affects profits. Several years ago, McDonald’s learned that rude employ-
ees cost the company an average of $60,000 in lost sales at each restaurant. This 
amounted to an annual corporate loss of $750 million.6

In one Shoe comic strip, the creator had one character saying, “My boss said 
that I’m rude, have a bad attitude, and lousy people skills,” and the response was, 
“So that’s how you got promoted to customer service!”7

New York City fired the head of its customer service office for an essay he 
posted on the Internet. Fletcher Vredenburgh said he was responsible for han-
dling complaints from “griping, often whining, often stupid New Yorkers.”8

Some 80 percent of adults polled in a 2007 Harris Interactive poll vowed never 
to buy from the same company after a negative experience, up from 68 percent in 
2006. Pushed to the point of absolute frustration with customer reps online and 
by phone, 28 percent said they cursed and 19 percent admitted to shouting. The 
poll showed regional differences, with 83 percent of Westerners saying they will 
never do business again with the offending company. Southerners are least likely 
to swear, but 12 percent fantasized about picketing or defacing the company’s 
headquarters. The biggest swearers were 34 percent of the people in the Midwest. 
In the Northeast, the respondents were unlikely to get emotional, file a complaint, 
or give a bad review, but just take their business elsewhere.9

A poll of 2,013 adults several years earlier by the Public Agenda, a New York 
based nonprofit organization, said a lack of respect and courtesy in the U.S. is a 
serious problem, and 61 percent said it only keeps getting worse. The organization 
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reported that poor customer service had become so rampant that it caused nearly 
50 percent of those surveyed to walk out of a store.10

Modern technology has virtually destroyed the personal touch of customer 
service. The average American business executive spends some 60 hours a year 
on hold according to a survey in 1998 by the firm Accountemps. The daily total 
of 17 minutes was up two minutes over a previous survey in 1993, and you can 
imagine what it would be today. Many companies have caller ID and sophisti-
cated software that lets them know in nanoseconds whether they are talking with 
a Bill Gates or a store clerk. “For me, the most frustrating thing is that you can 
never get a person if you have some question you want to ask,” says Dale Myers, 
a Philadelphia advertising saleswoman.11

Modern technology also has made it possible for the consumer to be heard. 
Angry consumers who cannot get satisfaction from a company now post their 
complaints on blogs or websites such as The Consumerist (www.consumerist.
com) where they can share their problem with hundreds of thousands, or even 
millions of potential customers. Some have videotaped their problems to post on 
You Tube (www.youtube.com). 

In its cover story on customer service, Business Week magazine wrote that 2007 
will be the year fed-up consumers finally dropped the hammer. In a story titled 
“Consumer Vigilantes,” the subhead was most appropriate: “Memo to Corporate 
America: Hell now hath no fury like a customer scorned.” The magazine cited 
numerous case histories of how consumers fought back from actual near violence 
to get attention in an office, to posting on the web shortcut telephone numbers to 
quickly reach a live person at a call center.12 

 Dr. Leonard L. Berry, one of the gurus of customer service, is a professor of 
marketing at Texas A&M University and the author of On Great Service and 
Discovering the Soul of Service. He lists the following as the top 10 customer 
service complaints:13

 1.  True lies. Blatant dishonesty including selling unneeded services or quoting 
fake, low estimates.

 2.  Red Alert. Companies that assume customers are stupid and treat them 
accordingly.

 3.  Broken Promises. Service providers who do not show up on time or provide 
poor service.

 4.  I Just Work Here. Employees who are not empowered to resolve the problem.
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 5.  The Big Wait. A line made long because too few checkout lanes are open.

 6.  Automatic Pilot. Impersonal, going-through-the-motions non-service.

 7.  Suffering In Silence. Employees who don’t bother to tell customers how a 
problem will be resolved.

 8.  Don’t Ask. Employees who seem put out by requests for help.

 9.  Lights On, No One Home. Clueless employees who can’t answer simple 
questions.

10.  Misplaced Priorities. Workers who conduct personal business while the 
customer waits.

Respond to Every Letter, E-Mail, Fax and Phone Call
Joan Short is president of WorldWide Golf & Travel, Inc., a travel agency in New-
port Beach , California. Firms like hers are the lifeblood of cruise lines and tour 
operators. Most of Short’s clients want, and are willing to pay for, exceptional 
service. They look to her for guidance, and not the Internet for the best discount 
price. She booked one of her clients in the penthouse suite on Celebrity Cruises’ 
luxury Azamara Journey, a ship that has only 355 staterooms. When her client 
returned from what was described as a “cruise out of Hell,” she wrote Celebrity’s 
president, Daniel J. Hanrahan, detailing the problems and letting him know it 
was the first time in her 16 years in the business that this had happened.

Hanrahan never had the wherewithal to respond to Short. The job was as-
signed to an “executive representative,” a Beverly Boys-Brown, who eventually 
did contact her. Short asked that an apology be sent to her client. Then another 
“executive representative” sent a letter to her client with a $700 certificate for 
his next cruise on the Azamara. “It was not much of a letter, and my client has 
vowed never to again sail on the Azamara,” said Short. “He asked that I mail the 
certificate back to the president which I did.” 

The author e-mailed customer service at Celebrity Cruises and Lyan Sierra-
Caro in public relations at publicly-held Royal Caribbean International, which 
owns Celebrity, asking for the company’s response to this case history. No one 
from public relations responded, but Faye Miles, another “executive representa-
tive,” sent an apologetic e-mail. Royal Caribbean makes it impossible to respond 
to any “executive representative.” None have personal e-mails, which is rare for 
any “executive” so empowered and in authority, but only a generic e-mail address 
that is always answered by another and different “executive representative.” 
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The failure to communicate will cost Royal Caribbean, and all of its brands, 
untold revenues in the future from Short, and her clients, friends, and contacts in 
the business.

Too Many Complaints? Fire the Customers!
During the summer of 2007, and at the same time that Sprint Nextel Corp. 
launched an advertising campaign to attract new customers, the company discon-
nected more than 1,000 customers for complaining too much. “These customers 
were calling customer service lines to a degree that we felt was excessive,” says 
Roni Singleton, public relations manager of corporate communications. “In some 
cases they were calling hundreds of times a month for a period of six to 12 months 
on the same issues even after we felt those issues had been resolved.

In December, the company named Daniel R. Hesse as CEO and he believed 
customer service was going to be one of his biggest challenges. In his very first 
operations meeting with senior management he saw that this subject was not even 
on the agenda. It now is the first issue discussed. Since merging in 2005, Sprint 
Nextel has ranked last among the country’s five major wireless carriers in annual 
customer service surveys by J.D. Power & Associates.14

Listening and Gate Guardians
Jim Cabela, vice chairman of the board of Cabela’s Incorporated, Sidney, Nebras-
ka, takes several hours each week to read and respond to letters and e-mails sent 
to him by customers. His senior managers do likewise. This is probably why the 
company has become the world’s foremost outfitter, and is always ranked among 
the top for customer service. He also has taken ideas suggested by customers and 
profitably incorporated them into the business.

“Customer service is definitely the backbone of our business – a backbone that 
bends but won’t break,” says Cabela. “Superior service gives you an edge keeping 
your customers. Having a superior product is also very important, but without the 
superior service to back it up, your customers will go someplace else where they 
can get the same product and that little something extra.

“Exceed your customers’ expectations. This goes back to the idea of excellent 
customer service, but it also goes beyond that,” Cabela says. “Consumers have 
grown to expect quality customer service, and to be successful, you must reach 
beyond those expectations.”15

Listening is essential to customer service because listening is essential to com-
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municating, negotiating, resolving conflicts, and avoiding crises. Listening ranks 
as one of Stephen R. Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Unfortunately, 
too many in American management no longer listen or respond to customers, 
shareholders, suppliers, or employees.

One successful executive who does listen is Mark Cuban. He was a teenage 
entrepreneur, his first job was as a bartender, and then he founded a dot.com and 
computer technology companies. He now owns the Dallas Mavericks professional 
basketball team, as well as a film and television production company, and a chain 
of movie theaters. He answers every e-mail sent to him whether it is from a fan, 
adversary or someone trying to sell him something. Maybe that’s why he’s worth 
$2.8 billion.

AT&T once had one of the best customer service operations in the U.S. If you 
wrote Robert Allen, when he was the CEO, you would get a response from his 
corporate headquarters in Basking Ridge, New Jersey. If the issue was consid-
ered serious enough, his office would follow it up with a personal telephone call. 
But today, Stanley T. Sigman, president and CEO of wireless at AT&T, does not 
respond to mail from customers. The response comes from someone saying, “I 
am in the office of the president.” But what can you believe when the woman re-
sponding is three time zones away in California from Sigman’s office is Atlanta? 
Who’s kidding who about being physically located in the office of the president? 
Why not just tell the truth?

Don’t expect anyone in management at American Airlines to respond, even if 
you write Ralph Richardi, senior vice president of customer service. All you will get 
back is a one-way, do not respond e-mail from someone in customer service. You 
can never respond to or reach that same person again. According to Steve Larnes, 
who says he is in the executive office of American Airlines, his department answers 
any correspondence sent to management. “Our managers are too busy with more 
important things than to respond to letters from customers,” he told this author. 

For someone setting the example of a CEO who doesn’t want to listen, the 
epitome would be Torstein Hagen, chairman and CEO of Viking River Cruises. 
According to an unsigned, anonymous e-mail from Viking, “… at this time, and 
in perpetuity, he [Hagen] will not accept direct contact from passengers or solici-
tors.” Perpetuity can be a long time. Another travel industry executive, Bill Kerby, 
CEO of Maupintour, Weston, Florida, ignores any correspondence sent to him. 

All of these “non-responders” should copy the practice of Mark Cuban and one 
day they too might be worth $2.8 billion.
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At Amazon.com it is impossible to get the name of the head of customer ser-
vice, or for that matter, any officer. “… there isn’t one question you’ve listed that 
is answerable,” wrote Craig Berman, who leads global public relations for the 
company, when asked for the name. “For numerous reasons, we do not disclose 
contact information for employees. We have very convenient mechanisms on the 
website for customers to contact Amazon with questions.” However, the compa-
ny’s phone numbers are generic, the e-mails are generic and if you ask a question 
the company chooses not to answer you can wait in perpetuity for a response.

The people hired to help the boss sometimes can be a serious problem. Gate 
guardians who keep a wall around the CEO, and want to know everything 
about the caller, have been responsible for crises. The field of public relations 
is all about communications. However, when a journalist wanted to talk to Ray 
Kotcher, senior partner and CEO of Ketchum, and chair of the Council of Pub-
lic Relations Firms, he was told by the gate guardian that Kotcher does not take 
“unscheduled phone calls.”16 When was the last time you “scheduled” a phone 
call to speak to someone?

Gate guards cost Landor Associates, an internationally prominent design and 
brand-consulting firm based in San Francisco, the opportunity to do a prestigious 
and lucrative corporate identity and logo program for the George Bush Presiden-
tial Library & Museum. The head of university relations at Texas A&M University 
in College Station, where the presidential library is located, was putting together a 
short list of firms to be considered for the project. Both the switchboard operator 
and an overly officious secretary at Landor guarded management so well that the 
individual calling to request a capabilities statement and client list could never 
speak to anyone in authority. The caller gave his name, title and affiliation and 
what he wanted but could not disclose the fact that the program was for the Bush 
Library. The director of the library was given complete information packages on 
several recommended firms. No information on Landor Associates’ qualifications 
and experience was in the package. Today, almost all of the information requested 
can be accessed on the Internet.

The palace gate guards need to listen to the caller. Donald Keough, former 
president of Coca-Cola and now chairman of the board of Allen & Company 
Incorporated, a New York investment banking firm, related the following story 
in an interview with Leaders magazine: “I was calling one of my associates at 
Coca-Cola – it’s a big headquarters, big place. I called up and said, ‘This is Don 
Keough, I’d like to speak to (name of individual).’ The secretary on the other end 
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of the line said, ‘Who is this?’ I replied, ‘Don Keough.’ And she asked, ‘How do 
you spell that?’ I said K-e-o-u-g-h. And then she wanted to know ‘What business 
are you in?’ I told her ‘I work for The Coca-Cola Company.’ She said she would 
try to get her boss to call me back at some later date.” He didn’t say how much 
longer the secretary continued to work for Coca-Cola.

There is one gate guardian whose face I would have loved to have seen when I 
had a perfect reply. I called her boss, the chairman of a major Fortune 100 com-
pany and a major philanthropist, and said: “Hello, this is Rene Henry. Is (name) 
available?” She replied, “Does he know you, Mr. Henry?” I said, “Yes, for about 
25 years. We’re friends and he also was a former client.” 

That wasn’t sufficient for this secretary. “Who do you work for, Mr. Henry?” 
At the time, I was immersed in the 1988 George Herbert Walker Bush presiden-
tial campaign, so I just answered, “The Vice President.” Her voice was so cold it 
would have frozen water if I had a glass in my hand, when she curtly said, “the 
vice president of what?” I couldn’t resist, and almost laughing, understated, “The 
United States of America.” There was absolute silence. Within five seconds my 
friend was on the phone, “Rene, how are you?” 

When management consultant and author Tom Peters called 13 firms to pose a 
basic question or to file a complaint, his research turned up everything from great 
service to being disconnected. He called Yoplait and wanted to know the yogurt 
maker’s stance on bovine growth hormones, and the operator refused to transfer 
the call. At Ben & Jerry’s the same question brought a swift transfer to the public 
relations department, and an eight-minute discussion on why the ice cream maker 
shuns the additive. He called IBM to request an annual report and information 
regarding the annual meeting. He was transferred to stockholder relations, and 
an enthusiastic operator gave way to a disinterested voice recording. The informa-
tion he wanted arrived two weeks after the annual meeting.17

When Peters called General Motors to ask why it was taking automakers so 
long to develop electric cars, his request to speak with CEO Jack Smith was de-
nied. He was transferred to the library, then to a non-working number, then cut 
off. When he called Nordstrom and asked to speak to the CEO about a problem 
in the shoe department, just one transfer later CEO Bruce Nordstrom was on the 
line. He listened patiently and promised to fix the problem.18

Sometimes it is fun to give the gate guardians some of their own medicine. 
Management in corporate America and their gate guardians could learn much 
from Jim Cabela. 
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Excelling In Service
One organization that is consistently rated for being among the very best in cus-
tomer service is The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company. The hotel chain has received 
all of the major awards that the hospitality industry and leading consumer orga-
nizations can bestow. It is the first, and only hotel company, honored twice by the 
Department of Commerce with the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award. 
Ritz-Carlton and customer service are synonymous

The Ritz-Carlton Credo: The Ritz-Carlton Hotel is a place where the genu-
ine care and comfort of our guests is our highest mission. We pledge to provide 
the finest personal service and facilities for our guests who will always enjoy a 
warm, relaxed, yet refined ambiance. The Ritz-Carlton experience enlivens the 
senses, instills well-being and fulfills even the unexpressed wishes and needs of 
our guests.

The company’s motto is: “We are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and 
gentlemen.” Three steps of service to be practiced by all employees are:

1.  A warm and sincere greeting. Use the guest’s name.

2.  Anticipation and fulfillment of each guest’s needs.

3.  Fond farewell. Give a warm goodbye and use the guest’s name.

All employees successfully complete training certification to ensure they un-
derstand how to perform to the hotel’s standards in their position. Each employee 
will understand their work area and the hotels goals as established in each strate-
gic plan. They also will know the needs of their internal and external customers 
(guests and employees) so that the hotel may deliver the products and services 
they expect. Employees treat other employees as customers and practice team-
work and lateral service to create a positive work environment. 

The hotel has empowered its employees to know that any employee who re-
ceives a customer complaint, “owns” the complaint. Employees are empowered to 
resolve the problem and to prevent a repeat occurrence. Customer service basics 
at Ritz-Carlton are instant guest pacification will be ensured by all; react quickly 
to immediately correct the problem; follow-up with a telephone call within 20 
minutes to verify the problem has been resolved to the customer’s satisfaction; do 
everything you possibly can to never lose a guest.

Employees use guest preference pads to record specific needs. Guest incident 
action forms are used to record and communicate every incident of guest dis-
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satisfaction. Uncompromising levels of cleanliness are the responsibility of every 
employee. The hotel has employees escort guests, rather than pointing out direc-
tions to another area of the hotel, and to be a Ritz-Carlton ambassador in, and 
outside of the workplace, always talking positively.

The hotel chain says to “smile – we are on stage,” and to always maintain posi-
tive eye contact and use the proper vocabulary with guests. Words include “good 
morning,” “certainly,” “I’ll be happy to” and “my pleasure.” It also insists on 
proper telephone etiquette, to answer within three rings with a “smile,” and when 
necessary ask the caller “may I place you on hold?” Do not screen calls and elimi-
nate call transfers when possible.

Most of all, it says, “protecting the assets of a Ritz-Carlton Hotel is the respon-
sibility of every employee.”19

Satisfaction Guaranteed
In October 1989 Hampton Hotels offered the hospitality industry’s first 100 
percent satisfaction guarantee, that states if for any reason guests are not com-
pletely satisfied with their stay, they will not be expected to pay. On their first day, 
employees must complete training on the 100 percent satisfaction guarantee and 
sign a training completion certificate. All Hampton Inns must participate in the 
program. 

Hampton says its research shows that hotel employees take much more pride in 
their hotel and in their work, knowing that their hotel stands behind its product 
and service, and guarantees complete satisfaction to every guest. The hotel trains 
its employees to care about good service and teaches them the five secrets of cus-
tomer loyalty:20

•  I’ll take care of that for you.

•  Take responsibility.

•  We want your business.

•  Thank you for thinking of us. Thank you for your business.

•  Consider it done.

Some years ago I stayed at the Hampton Inn in Wheeling, West Virginia and 
was awakened early in error by a wake-up call I did not request. After the hotel’s 
standard, complimentary breakfast, I went to check out and was told there was 
no charge. I insisted on paying something, but the desk clerk said absolutely not. 
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“Our goal is to provide the best accommodations and service in the lodging in-
dustry today,” said Edward T. Hitchman III, the general manager. Why doesn’t 
the entire hospitality industry should adopt this guarantee?

Cabela’s also has a 100 percent satisfaction guarantee. One loyal customer who 
has spent more than $12,000 over 20 years, returned a pair of hunting boots he 
bought four years earlier. There was no tread on the soles, and it was obvious the 
boots had been worn many times during the four years. The customer complained 
they just didn’t fit right, and Cabela’s gave him the benefit of the doubt that his 
boots just did not feel right for four years, so he was given his choice of a replace-
ment pair or refund.21

Avery Comarow, writes in U.S. News & World Report about his father going to 
Sears with a 30-year-old Craftsman mechanical screwdriver. In keeping with the 
company’s no-questions-asked pledge since 1929 to replace any unsatisfactory 
Craftsman hand tool, he was given a new screwdriver. A number of companies 
provide customers with lifetime guarantees of their products. L. L. Bean, a com-
pany that consistently ranks very high on customer service lists, will provide a 
replacement, refund, or a charge credit. Le Creuset guarantees its cookware for 
101 years. Briggs & Riley will replace a piece of luggage with a reconditioned one 
if it cannot be fixed.22

Even the Government Has Customer Service
Federal, state and local governments all talk about customer service but few 
practice what they preach. At some government offices, customer service is an 
oxymoron. Today, public demands for quality service are at an all-time high, trust 
in government is eroding, and the public’s willingness to pay for services through 
taxes and fees is dropping.23

Quality of service from a government department or agency will vary from 
office to office, and also from administration to administration. In 1992, when 
Marvin Runyon was named the 70th Postmaster General, he inherited an orga-
nization that suffered from media critics, late night comedians and increased 
violence among its workforce. He placed an emphasis on customer service, and to 
head communications, he hired Larry Speakes, the White House press secretary 
under President Ronald Reagan from 1981-1987. “To me, communications is the 
most important thing you do in business. If you can’t communicate with your 
employees, your customers, your suppliers – then you’re not going to do a good 
job,” Runyon said.
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During his six years heading the U.S. Postal Service, he reduced staff by 
46,000, rejuvenated marketing, instilled a sprit of pride and competitiveness and 
converted the post office into a thriving business with three successive years of 
billion-dollar-plus profits.24 In 2001, Jack Potter, a career postal employee, was 
named the 72nd Postmaster General. Management at USPS no longer commu-
nicates the way Runyon’s team did, and customer service today all too often is 
non-existent. Internet blogs suggest Congress remove “service” from the USPS 
name and the slogan “we deliver, we deliver” is false advertising.

EPA Philadelphia - A Role Model for Governments
The mid-Atlantic States regional office of the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency in Philadelphia is a role model all government agencies should try to 
copy. The importance of personal communications skills and customer service is 
exemplified by the region’s established policies.

“Our surveys of Congressional offices and state agencies consistently showed 
that prompt replies to call and mail were much preferred to more “perfect” replies 
that took days or longer. Why? The survey results, and my 35 years of government 
experience, tell me that people value a caring attitude at least as much as the 
specific information provided in response to their inquires,” says Lawrence Teller, 
the region’s senior communications advisor. “Even better is knowing what people 
are concerned about, and letting them know what EPA knows, even before they 
ask. The Internet and related technologies provide the means to service this ‘right 
to know’ approach.”

The office was the first EPA region that established a sizeable cash award to 
recognize the outstanding customer service performer each year. Here are just 
a few practices established by the region’s office of communications and govern-
ment relations that serve as a model for everyone:

•  Respond to all phone calls before, and no later than the end of the next busi-
ness day, and preferably the same day. If the individual called cannot person-
ally respond, then an associate should follow through.

•  Respond to all letters, faxes and e-mails within 72 hours. E-mails should be 
responded to preferably within 24 hours. Give an interim reply when there is 
a good reason that a complete answer is going to be delayed.

•  The voice mailbox should be updated weekly and always when on travel. 
Many employees updated their voice mailbox daily.
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•  When on travel or vacation, an “out of office” response should be left for 
e-mails, and preferably with someone as an emergency contact.

Teller, who spearheaded customer service not only for the region, but as the 
lead for all EPA regions, says additional principles of the organization’s customer 
service include several later adopted by EPA’s customer service steering commit-
tee as EPA’s Six Principles of Customer Service: 

•  Be helpful! Listen to your customers.

•  Respond to all phone calls by the end of the next business day.

•  Respond to all correspondence within 10 business days. (Headquarters and the 
other regions would not adopt the 72-hour policy of the Philadelphia region).

•  Make clear, timely, accurate information accessible.

•  Work collaboratively with partners to improve all products and services.

•  Involve customers and use their ideas.

Telephone Etiquette and Customer Service
A voice on the telephone often is the first impression a future customer, stake-
holder, or potential client has of a company or organization. The tone, pleasant-
ness, and politeness of the individuals in their telephone communications are 
responsible for the image the company projects to the public.

No company wants the reputation of being arrogant, rude, or uncaring, yet 
many do, because of the way employees handle telephone calls. CEOs need to 
asses the way calls are handled in their own organizations. Some organizations 
even block public access by not listing telephone, fax or e-mail addresses on the 
letterhead of some corporate executives. This practice only heightens problems 
and speaks volumes about the company’s attitude towards customer service.

Here are tips for good telephone etiquette:

•  Return all phone calls promptly.

•  For whatever reason, if a call cannot be returned, have an associate respond.

•  For voice mail, your greeting should include your name, the day and whether 
or not you are in town that day. If you plan to be out of town, let the caller 
know when you will return or refer to an associate with an extension number. 
Voice messages should be changed daily and at a minimum once a week.

•  Never have another person place a call for you.

•  Be sure all employees understand the organization’s policy.
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•  Don’t screen any phone calls. The only possible exception might be the most 
senior executive. Employees who work for tax-payer-supported organizations 
should take all calls without question.

•  Always be courteous and say “please” and “thank you.”

•  If you’re calling someone, give the secretary or receptionist your name. If 
you’re not known to the individual you’re calling, also give your title and the 
name of your organization.

•  Identify yourself by name when you answer the phone. In large organizations 
it’s also a good idea to identify your department.

•  If it is late in the day, and calls can’t be returned because you are in a meeting, 
have an associate or secretary return the call, and let the caller know when 
you will be able to return the call. If the call is important, give the caller your 
home number or ask the caller for his or her home number.

•  It is important to let the caller know when you can return a call. An extended 
meeting may prevent a call from being returned one day, but let the caller 
know if you will be in meetings the next day or even going out of town.

•  News media representatives work on tight deadlines. All media calls should 
be returned promptly, or immediately referred to the public relations office 
for response.

•  Keep a log of all incoming and outgoing phone calls with day, date, and time. 
Then you know exactly when someone called you or when you called some-
one else. Some go an additional step and note the subject of the call.

•  Take accurate and complete messages with the name of the caller, company, 
time, date the message was received, action to be taken, and the name of the 
person taking the message.

•  If you are not certain how a name is spelled, politely ask the caller to spell it 
for you.

Summary Checklist
•  Return every call and answer every letter, e-mail and fax.

•  If the responsibility is delegated, still have the person to whom the first com-
munication was directed respond and say what is happening.

•  If you personally cannot respond, ask a secretary, assistant or someone else.
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•  Never lie or ask an employee to lie, saying “I work in the office of the presi-
dent” when the person is miles away and may have never even met the CEO.

•  Listen.

•  Establish customer service principles for your organization.
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CHAPTER 15

CLOSING THE BOOK

As soon as the crisis is over, call a meeting of the crisis team and review every 
aspect of the crisis and the crisis plan. A number of questions need to be asked:

•  Could the crisis have been avoided?

•  If yes, how could it have been avoided?

•  What needs to be done to prevent it from happening again?

•  Was the crisis plan followed?

•  If not, what was not followed, and why not?

•  What weaknesses can be strengthened?

•  Were there any surprises?

•  What changes, if any, need to be made to the plan?

What has been done to communicate with employees, stakeholders and vendors?
 What needs to be done to reestablish or rebuild the image and reputation of 

the company, organization, institution, or individual?
Next, the team needs to meet with the CEO and other selected members of 

senior management. Learn from the crisis. Following the meetings, the crisis plan 
should be updated or revised accordingly. There should be discussion whether or 
not additional individuals should be added to the crisis team, or to replace any 
existing members.

While the crisis may be over, the memory of the crisis can remain for decades, 
especially if victims are involved. Depending on the nature of the crisis, be pre-
pared for it to be the subject of a television drama, feature motion picture, or 
movie for television. It also could be a book, a chapter in a book, or cited time and 
again in various electronic media. 
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How to deal with continued exposure needs to be discussed not only with the 
crisis team, but the public relations team. The team needs to review the mission 
statement and strategic plan and specific public relations and communications ac-
tivity plans. Amendments may be needed, and the public relations plan may need 
to be reprioritized in the wake of the crisis. Consider having a research organiza-
tion conduct focus groups or a public opinion poll to determine the seriousness of 
any damage to brand image or corporate reputation.

As a followup, stay in contact with all involved publics. This will vary whether 
it is a for-profit company, a college or university, a nonprofit organization or an 
individual. Be sure to let the important media that reported on the crisis know 
what steps have been taken to prevent such a crisis from happening again.

And remember the Chinese proverb that in every crisis there is an opportunity.
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