
 

Spot the fake! The changing face of news  
 
In today’s digital and multi-channel age, content is being generated at 
unprecedented rates. Whilst this presents communication professionals with a 
plethora of new possibilities to communicate their stories, it also increases the 
likelihood of miscommunication and disinformation spreading. Today, the term 
‘fake news’ has become ubiquitous in the media. However, many businesses lack 
an understanding of this new challenge, from a crisis communications 
perspective. This article will tackle the issue head on by answering: What is fake 
news? How might it impact your business and how should communication 
professionals prepare and respond to an attack?  
 
 
Fake news is the intentional dissemination of false, misleading or inaccurate news, the objective of which is 
to propagate a manipulated message, aimed at presenting a certain viewpoint or for monetary gain. 
Regardless of the motive, the consequences of the spread of misinformation can be very serious. Recently, 
an incident occurred in India where five people were mistakenly killed because of the panic and paranoia 
created by the circulation of misleading videos, which falsely depicted child kidnappings on the social media 
platform WhatsApp. This event demonstrates just how dangerous fake or manipulated news can be. 
Moreover, the issue is exacerbated by the fact that fake news is circulated much faster than the truth. A 
study conducted by MIT scholars, published in the journal Science (AAAS) has found that “It took the truth 
about six times as long as falsehood to reach 1,500 people.”  
 
Impact on business  
It is clear that the spread of false information can have 
serious consequences and within the business world, there 
are no exceptions. Misinformation about a company, brand 
or product in the global marketplace can have drastic and far 
reaching implications. It can cause serious financial harm as 
well as major damage to a company’s reputation and 
relationship with its customers.  

During the 2016 US elections for example, a misleading news 
item was published quoting Pepsi CEO Indra Nooyi as saying, 
“Donald Trump supporters should take their business 
elsewhere”. This incident caused widespread discourse 
across social media platforms with calls for Pepsi to be 
boycotted. Pepsi reacted by responding quickly to clarify the 
situation, explaining that the CEO’s words had been taken out 
of context in order to serve a political purpose and were 
misleading. 

During the same elections, another incident affected sports 
footwear manufacturer New Balance, when social media 
websites quoted their Vice President of Public Affairs as 

saying that New Balance was the, "official brand of the Trump 
revolution”. In response, members of the public started 
burning their New Balance trainers in protest as well as 
calling for a product boycott. New Balance was able to 
respond quickly, posting a statement on their social media 
channels that said, its spokesperson’s comments had been 
taken out of context and that “New Balance does not tolerate 
bigotry or hate in any form and believes in humanity, 
integrity, community and mutual respect for people around 
the world”.  New Balance followed up with a strong narrative 
which used consistent messages across all of its 
communication channels, which focused on their beliefs and 
what they stood for as a company. This action effectively 
tackled the initial inaccurate reporting and helped to 
promote the company’s positive values and standards to its 
key stakeholders around the world. 

How can a company prepare itself to combat fake news and 
defend attacks on its brand reputation?  

It is essential for a company to constantly monitor the social 
and political environment it inhabits. Public affairs, 
communications and marketing strategies should all be 
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closely aligned and fully cognisant of the operating 
environment and its sensitivities. 

This does not mean that a company or its leadership should 
not discuss their position on sensitive issues or topics. Rather, 
the company must have a strong sense of how its 
commentary will resonate with its key audiences: such as 
employees, customers, shareholders, partners, and 
policymakers.  

 
Our five-step strategy to deal with 
fake news: 
1. Be prepared 
To combat the potential damaging effects of misinformation, 
it is vital to be pre-prepared for any scenario. This involves 
the establishment of a solid crisis management 
infrastructure, including a definitive communication plan and 
a dedicated crisis management team. Advanced planning 
allows for an effective and timely response that can 
potentially mitigate the effects of a major fake news incident. 
Moreover, an organisation can also include possible fake 
news scenarios within its crisis communication planning 
along with tactics and possible responses on how to 
communicate accordingly. 

2. Monitor conversations 
Companies which develop strong monitoring strategies are 
also better prepared and aware of any potential threat from 
an early stage.  

This can be achieved by using specialised software tools that 
can help monitor conversations across all types of media, 
digital and social channels, online and offline. 

  

3. Ensure the right skills are available 
Ensure the correct human capital and skillsets are in place 
and available to manage and respond to a crisis. Key skills 
such as media relations, data analytics, content 
management, programming promoting, brand positioning 
and strategy are vital.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Respond quickly  
Should the situation arise where a journalist\commentator 
has published inaccurate information, a conciliatory 
approach should be taken initially with the in-house legal 
team engaged if required at a later stage. Initial 
communication should be attempted with the source to 
inform them of any inaccuracies and to request a correction, 
providing sufficient factual evidence for the correction. 
Respectable publications and journalists will be keen to 
comply to safeguard their credibility.  

5. Create strong relationships  
Finally, building solid and transparent relationships with key 
stakeholders such as employees, investors, journalists, 
influencers amongst others can be a powerful tool to help 
combat a potential attack. This achieves both the creation of 
an ‘early warning’ system for the company as well as 
channels for its stakeholders to reach out directly to the 
company for clarification and fact-checking. 

On a positive note, the media has responded to the criticism 
of fake news by investing in more efficient and accurate fact 
checking systems to minimise the possibility of inaccurate 
news dissemination. Social media platforms and search 
engines also beginning to act by developing cross referencing 
tools. 

In conclusion, on average, 68% of all crises are the type that 
start out small and may take days, weeks or even months 
before they get out of control and draw public attention 
according to the Institute for Crisis Management.  

Comprehensive preparation and scenario planning is always 
at the centre of an effective fake news\crisis management 
strategy.  
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