
Every PR professional’s worst nightmare is to find themselves smack dab in the middle 
of a crisis. Despite all the precautions and strategic planning, it is something most 
companies will have to endure at some point. The decision to tackle the storm 
head on or merely “ride it out” can greatly influence the way the media portrays the 

situation and how your key stakeholders react. 

When managed poorly, a crisis can linger and drag a business down. For a time, your  
product or brand might not resonate with customers, investors may be uninterested in  
your company, and employees might consider going to what they perceive as a more 
reputable organization.  

As favor waxes and wanes, how do you, as a PR professional, maintain key stakeholder 
relationships and reinforce the bonds of trust that helped make your company a success  
in the first place? 

Let the truth be told
Participants in a recent BurrellesLuce poll  most often cited “honesty” and “truth” as two 
pointers for successfully handling a crisis. One respondent wrote, “Be honest. Be true to  
your mission statement; after all, it is the company you aspire to be.”

Simply stated: don’t fabricate – either actively or through omission – and don’t over-spin. 
If you do, you’ll always run the risk of getting caught, which only means a bigger mess to 
clean up in the end. It’s best to keep your stakeholders in the know. Even if you don’t have all 
the information, a partial response is better than none. Not only will you demonstrate your 
trustworthiness, but you’ll also gain their respect. In terms of the media, take responsibility 
where warranted and push your legal counsel when necessary. It’s much easier to reduce 
negative press when you’re proactive, rather than reactive.
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“While crises begin as a negative/
threat, effective crisis management 
can minimize the damage and in 
some cases allow an organization 
to emerge stronger than before 
the crisis” (Crisis Management and 
Communications, 12.07, IPR). 
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Tips for strengthening stakeholder bonds
If Facebook had been upfront from the start, perhaps they could have avoided the media 
maelstrom. Fortunately, they were able to bounce back rather quickly. Other times, 
however, simply being up front isn’t enough. Here are some tips for reaffirming stakeholder 
relationships: 

8  be timely: Although every crisis is unique, in some fashion, it is still necessary to have a 
plan in place for when things go awry. It’s important to respond quickly, even if just to 
say you are working on it. Otherwise, you are forced into a reactive mode, something that 
may prolong the crisis and reinforce mistrust. 

8  understand the media and its mission: Why is the media interested in your story? 
Remember journalists are committed to reporting and they, like you, must inform 
stakeholders of the issues. Bloggers may not be as formally trained, but they also 
influence a stakeholder’s opinion about a company. In a crisis, prioritize media outreach 
based on which stakeholder groups are most affected. 

8  Choose the right spokesperson: Although it is important to speak with one voice, it may 
not be appropriate to have only one spokesperson represent your company. Depending 
on the stage of the crisis, it may be necessary to have experts, legal counsel, or some 
other adviser speak for your company. Choose people who can effectively communicate 
your company’s position. The more forthright, clear, and consistent your messages, the 
more accurately the issues will be portrayed in the media.
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A recent survey of PR professionals 
by BurrellesLuce revealed that  
82 percent of respondents felt  
either “confident” or “very confident” 
with their ability to counteract 
media backlash.  

Case in Point: Facebook and being forthright
Facebook launched a social advertising feature that would allow a user’s friends  
to see what purchases they had made and receive an advertising message. At 
launch, Facebook described the program as a service to “allow users to share 
information from other websites for distribution to their friends” by combining 
“social actions” with the advertising message of an affiliated company. The actual 
service was less benign. In truth, a user’s network of contacts would receive an 
advertising message each time the user made a purchase or other transaction 
from a participating advertiser. Facebook set the default so the user’s entire 
friend network would get the onslaught of advertising messages, and made it 
cumbersome for users to “opt-out.”

Soon users began protesting. They formed Facebook groups such as, Facebook: 
Stop Invading My Privacy!. MoveOn also joined the fray, petitioning for a conversion 
to a system that required users to give their permission proactively before the 
information could be shared.  Facebook claimed MoveOn misrepresented how 
social ads work, pointing out that information was “shared with a small section of 
a user’s trusted network of friends, not publicly on the web or with all Facebook 
users,” and that users were given multiple options to choose not to share the 
information. 

Yielding to the backlash, Facebook eventually changed the default to an “opt-in” 
setting and later announced the creation of a privacy control allowing users to turn 
it off completely. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerman apologized for the mistakes made 
in building the feature and for “taking too long to decide on the right solution.”  
(Case based on BurrellesLuce analysis, as appearing in PRWeek, 12.19.07).



8  Point to the future: Try highlighting some of the key things that your company has 
done or is in the process of doing for the overall good. “This can cushion the immediate 
impact of a crisis, and accelerate the return to normalcy, provided the company 
responds to the crisis in a way that is consistent with the positive reputation that  
has created stakeholder bonds in the first place” (The Harris Report, 12.06).
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“In today’s cluttered, highly 
competitive media environment, 
journalists are under pressure to be 
first to cover your crisis…Errors from 
reporting, if any, can be corrected 
later.” – Ken Haseley, Ammerman 
Experience, (as quoted in PRWeek, 
5.1.07). 

 

Case: Zoos under siege — timeliness counts
Zoos are increasingly the focal point for a media frenzy centered on animal rights, 
mistreatment, and safety. The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) recently 
launched a campaign in response to these allegations. The goal: to educate the 
community about the lifecycles of various animals and to speak out about incidents 
such as recent zoo escapes. 

But, it would seem that efforts fell short when it came to handling a tiger attack at 
the San Francisco Zoo on December 25, 2007. According to a January 5, 2008 Wall 
Street Journal article, Paul Garcia, zoo spokesperson, contacted PR crisis manager 
Steve Feldman an hour after the attack. Feldman then began preparing a strategy 
in which he advised zoo officials to address the media. Zoo officials responded to 
the attack a day later and issued the first press release on December 31, 2007.  
 
Zoo officials are accused of poor initial response time. The crush of instant news 
coverage put zoo officials in a reactive mode – further impelling the crisis. As Ken 
Haseley of the Ammerman Experience, a leading national communications firm, 
said:  “At one time, organizations had about 60 to 90 minutes to prepare to meet 
the press. Not anymore, today, you have about 15 minutes because of mobile 
phones with cameras, the Internet, including YouTube, the 24-hour news cycle,  
and TV’s frequent use of ‘cut-ins’[…]”(quoted in PRWeek, 5.1.07).  

You don’t have to go it alone; let burrellesLuce help
Part of managing a crisis is building relationships with reporters and keeping on top of news 
about your company and competitors. Let BurrellesLuce be your source for media outreach, 
monitoring, and analysis. We cover more U.S. media than anyone else – monitoring over  
50 million blogs and more than 50,000 web forums and online media, in addition to all of  
the traditional media. Media monitoring is where BurrellesLuce started, but today it is just 
one of the ways that we help you maximize the value of your media relations results.

8  First, target your messages to those most likely to write about your efforts using 
the industry’s most comprehensive online media directory. Take advantage of free, 
unlimited e-mail distribution of all your news releases.

8  Next, monitor your coverage from every form of media. We deliver exactly the news  
you want to see, complete with all photos and graphics.

8  Then, gain insight through our automated and customized media measurement 
services.

Contact us 
To find out more about BurrellesLuce media relations planning, monitoring and 
measurement services, please contact: info@burrellesluce.com or 800.631.1160. 


