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I. Introduction 

Deep in the sedimentary layers of human history are countless cases of failures, crises, mismanagement and crimes that go unnoticed by the public as a whole. Those who were involved in these acts confidently exercised their power to conceal their secrets under lock and key. 

This power to hide the truth and deceive the public eroded as the influence of mass communications evolved from the time when Martin Luther posted his Ninety-five Theses in 1517 
 to the advent of social media tools such as Facebook, Linkedin and other personal blogs in the first decade of 2000.  The power of today’s news media and personal blogging has exceeded corporations’ ability to deny accurate and timely information from the world.

With an understanding of how perception among stakeholders and publics shape a company’s reputation, executives are faced with two choices when facing a corporate crisis:

· Face the music, be honest, accurate and exhibit a sincere apologetic attitude and a commitment to correcting the problem

· Stonewall media inquiries, show no emotion to those suffering from the crisis and withhold the severity and facts of the crisis from stakeholders 

Cutlip, Center, Broom’s Effective Public Relations defines crisis communications as an “organizational crisis is a low-probability, high-impact event that threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect and means of resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly.” 

This paper compares two well-known episodes of crisis communications. One is the Tylenol Tampering Scare in 1982 involving Johnson & Johnson, a 120 year-old public company with $63.7 billion in sales in 2008. 
 The other is the Valdez Oil Spill in 1989 involving Exxon (now Exxon Mobil), which is a 125 year-old public company that earned $404.5 billion in sales in 2007. 
 Johnson & Johnson’s case demonstrates the correct route of action in a corporate crisis inflicted by criminal activity. Exxon’s case clearly illustrates what happens when a company responses negatively and obstinately in a crisis of their own doing. 

To keep this paper focused on the heart of crisis communications, I will touch lightly on the series of events that led to the crisis. The main points will concentrate on how these two companies managed the crises, how their reputations were impacted and the type communication strategies used in reference to Chapter 10: Issue and Crisis Management in Corporate Communication A Guide to Theory of Practice, Second Edition by Joep Cornelissen  (SAGE). The next section will compare the two companies handling of the crises and state best practices for companies to be mindful of today. 

II. Crisis Communications Blunder: Exxon Valdez Oil Tanker Accident

When the Exxon Valdez ran aground on midnight of March 24, 1989, spilling more than 1,260 barrels of oil in Prince William Sound, Alaska, (imagine the Rose Bowl half full of oil), the incident sparked a long saga that became one of the most devastating environmental disasters in North America.  Heavy alcohol consumption at the time and a lack of proper training among the Valdez crew were factors that attributed to the ship crashing into the well-identified reef. 

The oil ruined wildlife populations, natural habitats and water quality, as well as economic resources of the local communities. Beyond the location of the spill, oil was also covering the corporate personality of Exxon in the news media, political arena and courtroom. 

The first mistake Exxon made during the crisis was making time their enemy. The company failed in stepping up at the first opportunity to announce the seriousness of the accident by issuing a formal statement of regret and a commitment to respond with appropriate measures to reduce damages. Exxon became the villain in the public’s mind long before its executives finally released an official statement (approved by its law department) to the press six days after the accident. 

The statement had little impact in mitigating the outpouring of  vivid images such as a simple video being viewed around the world of a dead sea otter floating in a pool of oil. Another damaging factor was Exxon CEO Lawrence Rawl who exhibited his known distrust of the media by staying clear of anything relating to the Valdez. His actions or lack of, painted a clear image of a mean, heartless business leader showing little remorse and understanding toward the citizens and natural environment along Alaska’s shoreline. 

While precious hours passed and the oil slick spread down once pristine coastline, Exxon remained silent and unemotional as images of oil soaked sea creatures dying in the hands of volunteers filled the news media and the minds of the public. The poor response time in addressing the accident forced Exxon to operate in a reactive mode throughout the crisis, which cut into the company’s creditability in the same manner as the reef cutting into the hull of the Valdez.  

The second mistake made by Exxon was not providing a convenient information site for the press and distributing inaccurate information. The company used the town of Valdez, with its limited communication facilities and remote location, as their media relations command post. Statements from lower ranking executives conflicted with each other and generally displayed lack of concern. Company officials went so far as to use the media spotlight to blame the government for the accident. 
The incompetence displayed by Exxon during the crisis resulted in public backlash of mistrust that even a $1.8 billion advertisement campaign more than a week after the accident could not reverse the impact of their stained image. 7 

After billions spent on lawsuits, clean-up efforts, public relations outreaches and settlements, Exxon still operates with a damaged reputation in the minds of consumers. A study by Porter/Novelli conducted several years after the accident, found that 54 percent of those surveyed said they still resist buying Exxon products. 
  
This example of mismanaged crisis communications made Exxon the poster child of both bad corporate communications and the corporate monster destroying the environment. According to “Issue-Specific Response Strategies” in Chapter Ten “Issue and Crisis Management” of the course book, Exxon’s irresponsibility in communicating effectively followed the course of a “Buffering Strategy.” In the era of CNN, this strategy does not work well in keeping the news media out of the picture in a crisis. If reporters cannot get answers from the company, there are many sad images to capture and angry witnesses to interview to make up for the lack of corporate communications.

III. Tylenol Tampering Scare: Turning A Crisis into an Opportunity

In the fall of 1982, Johnson & Johnson faced a groundbreaking corporate crisis when a number of their Extra-Strength Tylenol capsules had been intentionally tampered with and filled with deadly amounts of cyanide. As a result, seven deaths (one child and six adults, three in one family) were reported in Chicago’s West Side. At first, the causes of the deaths eluded law enforcement. 

The quick work of two fire fighters linked the victims to specifically ingesting Extra-Strength Tylenol. Johnson & Johnson’s involvement in the crisis began when the company’s public relations department received a call from a Chicago news reporter seeking their comment after attending a press conference where the city’s medical examiner stated that people were dying from poisoned Tylenol.  This was the department’s first knowledge of the crisis.  The reporter brought them up to speed about the incident, which showed that media operating on a 24-hour news cycle, are often on the scene gathering information before a public relations department is officially informed. 

Within days of the deaths, Chicago Police drove through neighborhood with loudspeakers warning citizens about the poisoned medicine. National television networks carried the story. The Food and Drug Administration advised the public to avoid taking Tylenol until the case was solved.
 

While law enforcement and government agencies did their work, Johnson & Johnson took charge of the situation by setting up the following directives:

· Take responsibility and protect public health

· Put consumers first and money second

· Follow the company’s credo 

Johnson & Johnson Chairman James E. Burke personally became the company’s front man in media spotlight. He was interviewed on “60 Minutes” and welcomed television crews into the company’s strategy meetings. He showed the quality of leadership and confidence that the public would expect from the leader of a major corporation. 

The company recalled all Tylenol products (31 million bottles worth $100 million) from store shelves, ceased all advertising related to the product and cooperated with law enforcement in determining which stage of the product’s distribution the tampering occurred.  

They worked with the news media to warn the public about the tampering and possible danger involving one of their most widely known products. 

A multi-million dollar television public information campaign was launched with a news conference to reach doctors, retailers and consumers. Return incentives and coupons were also implemented to encourage compliance with the recall and later receive modified bottles. A 24-hour hotline was established and a reward for information leading to the capture of a suspect was announced. These actions affirmed Johnson & Johnson’s commitment and leadership in putting customers first before the financial impacts resulting from the crisis. 
 

The understanding expressed by executives made an impression on Jerry Knight, reporter for the Washington Post, “That Saturday, three of the victims of the poisoned capsules were buried. There was coverage of the burials that night on television. Johnson & Johnson executives wept not only out of grief, but also some out of guilt. One top executive said, "It was like lending someone your car and seeing them killed in a traffic accident.” 

The decisions and actions made at the executive level, preserved Johnson & Johnson’s reputation and credibility among the public and its stakeholders in the midst of a national panic that lasted several months. 
 

With the stage of addressing the crisis under control, the company moved forward to ensure the consumers’ protection against similar tampering crimes in the future.  Capsule bottles were re-designed with anti-tampering features by December. Trained sales professionals were sent out throughout the country to educate consumers about the new safety features, which led a new industry standard for non-prescription medications. 

Johnson & Johnson also used a relatively new communication technology to address the nation. A 30-city video press conference via satellite presented vital information for the public, which included a Q&A session that allowed the public to interact directly with company officials. 

Burke expressed the reasons for working hard to restore consumers’ concerns for safety in a special report later published by the company, "It will take time, it will take money, and it will be very difficult; but we consider it a moral imperative, as well as good business, to restore Tylenol to its preeminent position." 

Bottomline, Johnson & Johnson faced the crisis head on by taking sincere responsibility and ownership of the problem. They went beyond the immediate crisis that occurred in Chicago by altering packaging at great expense to protect all its consumers.

The response from their efforts came in the in form of positive editorial content from 125,000 news clippings and earning a higher market share than before the crisis.  Receiving the “American Corporate Conscience Award” by the Council on Economic Priorities in 1986 was a fitting testimony that large corporations are capable of “doing the right thing” for the welfare of the public. 

According to “Issue-Specific Response Strategies” in Chapter Ten “Issue and Crisis Management” of the course book, Johnson & Johnson selected a “Bridging Strategy.” The company displayed a sincere determination to be open and willing to do wherever in its power to protect lives. They underwent significant change in order to maintain the public’s trust and follow the company credo. This strategy worked well in gaining wide spread appreciation among stakeholders from employees and shareholders to medical professionals and consumers. 

IV. Crisis Communication Lessons for Today 

These cases identify in clear terms of what to do and what not to do in a corporate crisis situation. In the case of the Exxon Valdez, company officials made costly mistakes by hesitating to take responsibility for their employees’ actions.  Corporate leadership projected an air of callousness and pontification by not immediately visiting the accident site, which communicated a lack of compassion for the communities and natural environment. The lack of accurate and consistent information during the crisis reflected incompetence in all ranks of the corporation, which operates and manages such a volatile commodity. 

In hindsight, what Exxon should have done is noted in this outline:

· Have an action plan ready that addresses all possible situations capable of producing crises of various magnitudes and impacts on the company’s ability to do business

· Form a crisis management team of top executives (select one to be the spokesperson to represent the company) to work with media and government agencies, as well as familiarize them with types of crises and solutions to remedy them

· Be ready to have a single source of information (call center) providing consistent, timely, honest and accurate news that is easily accessible to the public and news media (In Exxon’s case, Anchorage, Alaska)

· Show a sincere understanding and sympathy to all who have been affected by the crisis

· Be open and prepare to tell the complete story in order to build creditability and to assert being the primary source of news

· Build community by partnering with a non-profit organization that is willing to help during the crisis 

· Evaluate the effectiveness of the plan after the crisis and continually review for improvements 

The way a corporation addresses a crisis often reflects its culture, vision and personality. I refer to chapter four in the course text to define this connection. In the case of Johnson & Johnson, the company’s credo provided the foundation for all actions to resolve the crisis. In reviewing the credo states an unwavering commitment to all stakeholders and expresses the value of mutual trust. In looking at Johnson & Johnson through the lens of the Birkigt and Stadler model of corporate identity, the behavior of Chairman James E. Burke is consistent with the company’s communication and symbolism, which in this case refers to the company’s credo. This tight integration of messages and actions affirms the true nature of the corporate personality, which emotionally secured the public’s trust in their products and the commitment of its employees and shareholders. 

Seeing the credo put to action during the Tylenol crisis in 1982, gave consumers, and the nation as a whole, an example of social responsibility before it became such a buzzword. The company’s actions in 1982 became a blueprint for today in practicing sound and responsible public relations strategies in the corporate sector. 

As “instant news” through Facebook, Linkedin, blogs and YouTube becomes the primary source of information in the world, crises such as the ones examined face greater scrutiny from the public. News is not restricted to the site where it is happening, it can be freely broadcasted worldwide from anyone with a camera phone.  This poses a significant challenge to the corporate public relation professional who now must be ready 24/7 to step in a crisis that in the news before he/she is aware of it and knows all the facts. The best approach to handling unfortunate actions that can produce negative repercussions for years to come is having a well-rehearsed crisis management plan along with an attitude of honesty, transparency and openness. 
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