
CommuniCating in a Crisis

Five questions every CEO should ask 
themselves in the eye of a media storm

How management responds to a crisis says a lot about the way they do business, 
especially in these days where public criticism isn’t just limited to the comparatively 
well behaved traditional media but now extends to everyone with a Twitter account 
and an opinion. Hearing criticism from people with a penchant for expletives 
and spelling mistakes can be hard for a CEO to take, but now, more than ever, a 
measured response to crisis is critical. For those faced with a crisis, there are five 
big questions to consider: scale; advice; sacrifice; stakeholders; and perspective.

Scale: Just how big a deal is this?
In the early hours of a crisis, it’s vital to have people around you who can assess 
the scale of the crisis and advise on the best from of response. Too little and you 
look like you aren’t taking the issue seriously, too much and you lose credibility. 
Your response needs to be quick, accurate and appropriate.

Arguably Starbucks missed a trick in its response to an approach from a British 
journalist about its tax contributions in the UK. It avoided fully engaging with 
the journalist for six months while he built the narrative for a story which led 

Every day we seem to wake up to a new crisis with news of an embattled Board working around the clock 
to save their firm’s reputation. And in this new era of digital communications it goes without saying that a 
crisis can gain momentum far more quickly and reach far further than was the case before.

How a company responds to a crisis is more important than the  
crisis itself. Boards and communicators increasingly acknowledge the 
reality of that view. The media also seem to agree and increasingly we 
see that the media’s analysis of how a company reacts to a crisis  
receives almost as much comment as the crisis itself.

Increasingly we see that  

the media’s analysis of how 

a company reacts to a crisis 

receives almost as much 

comment as the crisis itself.
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to a reputational crisis that would eventually see customers 
boycotting their stores, mPs publicly castigating them and the 
payment of a voluntary contribution to the Treasury. 

Having a clear idea of the importance of the crisis will allow you 
to consider who the crisis impacts and also the best means of 
communicating with them. 

Advice: The lawyers are 
telling me one thing; the 
communicators are telling me 
another. Who should I listen to?
The lawyers’ job is to avoid mounting liabilities and they will 
usually be keen to suggest denial of wrongdoing. Thomas Cook’s 
response to the tragic incident where two children died at one 
of their holiday homes arguably lasted longer than it should 
have done. legal advice was followed leading to an insufficiently 
contrite Pr response, which served only to add fuel to the fire, 
extend the length of the crisis and the agony for the family.

On the other side of the debate, the communications team 
will want a full and frank response to the crisis to protect 
the business’s reputation and maintain trust. However, this 
approach also has its limitations; the lawyers will argue that 
taking too much responsibility can sometimes lead to larger 
liabilities than would otherwise be the case. BP has now set 
aside over $54bn to deal with the claims arising from the 
deepwater Horizon tragedy, a huge bill for any company to 
have to wear. Having said that, it is also worth considering the 
possibility that the bill for claims might end up being far less 
than the potential loss of reputational and financial value due 
to the poor management of a crisis.

Ultimately, both legal and communications teams are right and 
the answer comes down to sound judgement and pragmatism. 

Sacrifice: Are we going to need 
a sacrificial lamb?
If the scale of the crisis demands it, thought will need to be given 
to whether a large gesture is needed to recover trust. This might 
be as significant as a member of the senior management team 
falling on their sword, a major product recall or potentially even 
exiting from a part of the business altogether. 

vW took very swift action to try to close the situation down 
during their recent crisis, removing CEO martin Winterkorn 
within a week of the news first breaking. Arguably they were 

too swift to act. remember that a tarnished figurehead can be 
a useful lightning rod during the early days of a crisis. 

A crisis is often a marathon, rather than a sprint and managers 
should keep the long game in mind. The crisis of reputation 
among customers and crisis of confidence among employees 
are likely to last long after the newspapers have stopped writing. 

Stakeholders: Who really 
matters?
In the midst of a storm, when you’re under siege from the media 
it can be easy to lose focus on the stakeholders who really 
matter. It’s all too easy to cave in and dance to the media’s tune 
at such a time or even to want to fight fire with fire.

An independent review into the Thomas Cook tragedy found 
that while the Company had connected with the family over 
the years, these approaches has tended to be “intermittent, 
sometimes ill-timed and often ill-judged”. nobody was more 
important than the family in this situation and the company’s 
focus ought to have been how best to alleviate their suffering 
ahead of all other considerations. 

Communicating in a crisis isn’t a science – there are no rights 
or wrongs – but if you trust in experience and perspective, the 
chances are you can get it right in the long run.

Perspective: How can we make 
the best out of a bad situation?
The temptation in a crisis is to feel that you are unreasonably 
targeted, that the knives are out. It can be a lonely place, for a 
CEO especially. Former BP CEO Tony Hayward’s unfortunate 
remark, “There’s no one who wants this over more than I do. I’d 
like my life back” after the deepwater Horizon disaster, in which 
11 people lost their lives, is an oft quoted example of the sort of 
slip of the tongue that can arise during the heat of a crisis.

However, if you can see a crisis as an opportunity you may be 
on to a winner. dido Harding’s credibility as CEO at TalkTalk 
may actually be enhanced by the front-on approach that she 
has taken to dealing with the media in the aftermath of their 
data breach. The public, customers, markets and the media 
are warm to the concept of a phoenix from the flames story 
and if you can show a rapid, appropriate and transparent 
response to a crisis, you actually have the opportunity to 
emerge with your credibility enhanced rather than damaged. 

Be calm, be measured, be objective and be transparent.  
But most of all, be honest.
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