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Chapter 8

Deal with Crisis as SOP

"SNAFU: Situation Normal All F-- - Up. "

 ORIGINATED BY U .S . MILITARY DURING WORLD WAR II

>  Don't "manage" a crisis-solve it.

>  Get  control  of  the  dialogue  at  the  beginning of the crisis.

>  Use the truth as the most powerful form of propaganda.

>  Create a core strategy group that will keep your business

focused and running while you're solving the crisis.

>  Create a "crisis simulator" in your company.

>  Play offense!

When  you  say "crisis" down  at  the "Consultants' Union Hall" (Local 407), eyes brighten and 
heartbeats quicken. It creates a warm feeling all over the body, emanating from the general area of the 
wallet. Crisis jobs, it is said, are like tow-truck jobs: You'1l pay anything to get out of the ditch. And 
these are truly great times for crisis and crisis consultants. These days, you can get sued for making hot 
coffee too hot. You can get sued for satisfying the hunger of the obese. You can get sued for suing 
people. 

Today, to put it simply, crisis is standard operating procedure (SOP).

The high-pressure, intensely scrutinized, every-second-counts atmosphere that used to happen 
once in a blue moon is now happening all the time. In fact, chances are there's a crisis brewing or 
boiling over right now in some aspect of your operations-and let's just hope you find out about it before
you see it in the news. So, given the reality that crisis is SOP, we're going to teach you in this chapter to
develop a crisis model that works every day and doesn't send your operations into a terror lock.

You'd better be ready for crisis. 

There are product crises, legal crises, financial crises, takeover crises, personnel crises, competitive
crises, and discrimination and harassment crises, and there are crisis experts for every one of them. 
There are PR firms that are ready to deploy armies of crisis experts and law firms with legions of 
lawyers ready to fight on either side of a crisis.

All these legal and communications experts are trained in "crisis management" And that's just what



they do: They manage crises-they don't solve them. Often, in fact, the tactics they push will prolong or 
even deepen the crisis.

A crisis itself is often less damaging than the companies' and individuals' reactions to it. It's the 
denial and cover-up that do the real damage. 

That's what brought down the presidency of Richard Nixon and the candidacy of Gary Hart and led
to the impeachment of Bill Clinton. And today, in spite of these clear lessons of history, the first 
reaction of politicians seems to be the same: denial. The candidate's first press release denies the 
scurrilous charges, calling them a personal and partisan attack. A month later, there's the candidate's 
press conference, most often with his wife by his side, announcing his decision to enter the Betty Ford 
Clinic.

Corporate managers watch all this with a combination of amusement and disgust-and then make 
the same mistakes. The first reaction is denial. The second reaction is to stonewall-after all, the lawyers
have told you that you can't say anything. Executive doors close. More lawyers are coursing through 
the waiting room-now, they're not even slowing down to announce their arrival. There are more 
double-top-secret meetings. And there's total radio silence from the executive floor.

"We've got to keep this quiet," the executives tell one another, but below the executive floor, 
they've created a firestorm of gossip.

It couldn't be noisier. In the absence of hard information, people guess, with only imagination and 
anxiety to guide them. In the midst of all this, operations slow to a crawl, then grind to a halt. The idea 
of closed-door meetings in and around the CEO's office is to isolate the crisis. But, as a result of what's 
going on behind these doors, the crisis spreads like a vims through the company and its system of 
stakeholders.

It's already too late. Whether it's in a campaign or an administration, we've learned in politics that a
crisis creates a loss of control of the dialogue. And the only hope of regaining control of this dialogue 
comes at the very beginning of the crisis. After that, journalistic feeding frenzies and buffet tables of 
rumors and accusations take over. And there's only one way to regain control of the dialogue: Tell the 
truth. Fortunately, the truth is the most powerful form of propaganda known to mankind. The truth 
disarms both your friends and your enemies. It establishes you as the source of the next story and the 
next after that.

Of course, the advantage of telling the truth is that the teller has control. But telling the truth well 
(the useful motto of advertising legend H. K McCann's agency, McCann-Erickson, was "the truth well 
told") also means understanding the power of perception as truth (see Chapter 6). So, you must not only
communicate the facts as they are, but also communicate to the perceptions of your key audiences. You
must empathize with their feelings. And this simply means that when you tell the truth, tell it all and 
tell it fast, and, as the advice goes, you must also tell it to all audiences on their terms. It's not enough 
to be sorry if you're only sorry for yourself. 

You must recognize that the result of your actions has been the creation of disappointment and 



disillusionment; in reality, you've turned your own people into liars because they defended you.

Stew Leonard, Jr., who mus the famous Stew Leonard's Dairy Stores in Connecticut treats every 
instance of customer dissatisfaction as a crisis-and has created a model for dealing with crisis on any 
scale. When a customer brings a half-gallon of milk back to the store saying that it smells funny, the 
employee who opens it up to smell it is putting his or her job on the line. "No questions asked" is the 
policy, and Stew Junior enforces it strictly. At most stores, the manager will immediately open the 
milk, whiff it, and say, "Doesn't smell funny to me." At Stew Junior's, in contrast, the employee takes 
the milk back immediately and, importantly, doesn't just provide a replacement half-gallon in return. 
Instead, it's up to the employee to be creative and over solve the customer's problem For example, the 
employee may give the customer a half-gallon of ice cream to go along with the milk. 

“Think about it,” Stew Junior says. "They took the milk home, cooked dinner, then opened the 
milk and found that it was spoiled. They're already inconvenienced and angry. Now, they've got to get 
in the car and bring it back to the store. All the way, their stomach is churning, because they're getting 
ready for a fight. It's up to us to make all that up to them."

This "crisis response" is considered the everyday modus operandi at Stew Leonard's.

Our model for dealing with crisis drives lawyers crazy. When we're saying, "Tell the truth. Tell it 
all. Tell it fast," they're saying, "Tell nothing Tell nobody. Tell it as slowly as possible." But our model 
is the opposite of "managing crisis." We want to solve the crisis. 

Our model for dealing with crisis is the famous Red Adair's Hellfighters-the guys who get the call 
to put out oil-well fires that are burning out of control. What they do is fly in, put out the fire, and fly 
out. The faster they do it, the more money they make.

That's the way it should be. Should somebody get more money for managing a crisis into the next 
fiscal year? Solve it. And you can solve most crises yourself, with your own internal resources. We're 
not, however, suggesting firing your law firm; in fact, we'd like to give you the names of some killer 
lawyers because you're going to need the best of lawyers in these worst of times.

We recommend, in fact, that you create an organization that deals with crisis as SOP. 

And we recommend that you train for crises the way airline pilots do at Flight Safety. Train for 
every possibility  Develop scenarios that define the worst that can happen. And develop checklists of 
actions to take. Not only will this help you solve crises, it will also make your everyday actions and 
communications sharper.

What follows is our crisis checklist. You're going to see some very familiar ideas here-our 
objective is not to get creative with a crisis; it's to solve the crisis. So we apply the principles that work 
for all strategic situations, adapted for crisis:



Solve the next crisis before it happens. 

It's likely that 99 percent of airline pilots will go through their careers with- out losing an engine in
flight. But for that one in a bazillion who sees that flashing light on the instrument panel and bears the 
blaring cyborg voice warning, the chances are very good that the pilot will say to him- or herself, "I've 
done this before-I know what to do." Redundant training for every kind of flying crisis is done in the 
simulator. And you can do this in your company. Assume, as airline pilot trainers do, that what can go 
wrong will go wrong-sometime. So create a core strategy group consisting of your executive team plus 
product experts, market researchers, corporate counsel, and communications managers.

Create a crisis simulator. 

Develop scenarios for product problems, competitive crises, regulatory or legal surprises, and on 
and on. 

Create specific checklists and call lists to be put into action immediately. 

Drill your executives on response communication techniques. Solve your next crisis before it 
happens. And, importantly, create a mind-set in that core strategy group: You will not just survive the 
next crisis, you're going to tum it to your advantage. You're going to win. Defense sucks. You're going 
to play offense.

Count to ten-but not to eleven. 

The point of training to solve crises before they happen is to keep the crisis situation from being 
unique-which means that the response will not be unique. This starts with a cool assessment of the 
situation. For example, PADI, one of the nation's top scuba-diving organizations, conducts state-of-the-
art Rescue Diver training In the course, the first thing you're taught is "SBTA": Stop, breathe, think, 
and act. Step back, remain cool, think, and work out solutions.

In a business crisis, this means that you must begin by understanding what really happened. So get 
more than one view. Understand the crisis from 360 degrees.

Understand the crisis's effect on all constituencies. And understand what must be done to solve the 
crisis with each constituency. Whether you can do it or not, and whether the lawyers think you can do it
or not, you must know what it means to win-or the only thing your people can do is try to avoid losing, 
which is a very bad attitude in any situation. 

Define the win and plan to deliver it. 

To be sure, the demeanor of the core strategy group is going to spread. If your core team is 
panicked, the whole organization will feel it, as surely as a nervous horse senses a frightened rider. The
reason to be cool is that you know what to do you've done hundreds of hours in the crisis simulator. 
Stop, breathe, think, and act, and you're going to find a way to win. That keeps the whole organization, 
and the extended friends and family of the organization, cool and collected. And that can keep you in 
business.



Segment your target constituents. 

The principle of "move the movable" is even more important in the time-compressed situation of a 
crisis. There's only so much you can do under pressure and with the clock ticking. So you need to know
who must be moved and who can be moved.

Define the hard opposition, the soft opposition, the undecided, the soft support, and the hard 
support. And, as we suggested in Chapter 3, pay particular attention to the soft support. They're quiet 
and they're not a hundred percent behind you, but it's vitally important to activate them to support you-
whatever it takes.

The immediate challenge is to understand what it would take to solve the crisis for each attitudinal 
group. In the middle of crisis, we've often asked clients to make these assessments in the absence of 
attitudinal research, because of the crush of time. And we've found that salespeople, account 
management people, government relations people, investor relations people, and most others can do a 
very accurate job of this segmentation to develop action and communications priorities and to develop 
your core message.

Form a core communications strategy. 

Since you've accepted the principles of insurgent political strategy, you've already created a core 
messaging strategy for your company. And you won't throw that strategy away in a cri-

sis-in fact, you should be able to simply expand upon it and drill down tactically on specific 
aspects of your core message for specific audiences' concerns. But if you try to manage a crisis without 
a strategy, you'll feel like you're playing goalie on a very bad hockey team. Pucks will be corning from 
every direction. And you'll be in constant defensive mode-which is exactly where you don't want to be. 

Drill down to the details-remember, everything communicates, and in a crisis it's the details that 
communicate most vividly because of the increased scrutiny. And, importantly, it's contradiction and 
hypocrisy that create the press's favorite type of feeding frenzy. So don't let it happen. Be strategic-to 
the core. Then, your entire organization will speak and act with one message and one voice.

Get control of the dialogue. 

When you lose control of the dialogue, you're a pinball ricocheting off every wall and bumper. 
You're in constant reaction. It's like the worst of political campaigns-waking up every morning to check
the overnight poll numbers and see what's on the Fox News Channel or in the Times. And, as we've 
said, the only time you can easily get control of the dialogue in a crisis is at the very beginning And the
only way you can easily get control is by using the truth as your tool. So, what we have learned in 
politics now applies to business as well: 

What can be known will be known. 

A telling example of this is the story of a certain Democratic candidate entering the 2004 
presidential campaign, and actually floating this question with the press: "What's the statute of 



limitations on sexual indiscretion

In the 2003 California governor's race, Arnold Schwarzenegger learned that there is no statute of 
limitations. But he decided to trust the common sense of the voters. He told the troth . . . quickly. And 
the voters whacked the opposition and even the us Angeles Times for breaking the story. Indeed, it 
wasn't that the charges of sexual play weren't true-candidate Schwarzenegger didn't deny them. The 
point was whether they were relevant.

Everything you ever did and everything your company ever did is in play. Dealing with this in the 
crisis simulator is a lot less painful than dealing with it under the hot lights of public accusation. 

Tell the truth: Define what you know, when you knew it, and what you're doing about it. When 
you do this, you take the ball away from your opponents.

You get control of the dialogue. That means you will define the next and the next and the next 
moves. Of course, the lawyers will be apoplectic. So be it. If there's heat, take it sooner rather than get 
fried later. (Again, we'll suggest it: Email us and we'll give you the names of the world's best attorneys 
in terms of our principles.) Only the truth solves crises. Denial, stonewalling, and obfuscation 
"manage" the crisis-and usually manage only to get you into a deeper and deeper crisis.

Communicate inside-out. 

Because almost every crisis has potentially dire public consequences, there's a natural tendency to 
put the public fire out first. But you've got to start at the core of the crisis and focus first on your own 
internal audiences. After all, they're the ones that are most directly and profoundly affected by a crisis. 

Remember the message of Chapter 5: Get this right and nothing else matters. Get it wrong and 
your operations freeze up.

Again, if there was one winning aspect of Microsoft's long struggle with government regulators, it 
was the company's handling of its internal communications.

Management was dedicated to the idea of protecting its people and its extended friends and family 
at all costs. And no company we've ever been around manages its human assets more seriously. 
Microsoft, for its part, wanted to make sure that its own people heard the news first and as often as 
possible. It made sure that its own people knew the arguments that the company and its managers were 
making publicly.

The sure thing in any crisis is that your employees will be besieged by their own families, their 
neighbors, industry peers, competitors, the press, and headhunters. You don't want them under attack 
and feeling defensive-or, worse, defenseless. For their sake, you want to make sure that they can argue 
your case effectively-that they can fend off the most boorish detractors-so you want them to have the 
same core communications strategy as you do. For

your own sake, consider them as the most fundamentally important communications medium 
you've got.

We provide employees with the same 3 x 5 cards that we give to senior executives. This promotes 
the core concept of one message/one voice. Ever since the Vietnam debacle,



when the standard dog face's answer to the reporters' question: "What are we doing here?" was 
"Beats the hell out of me," our armed forces have made sure that every fighting man and woman knows
exactly what we're fighting for and what's at stake. The 9/ll terrorist attacks on America provided all 
the motivation needed for today's troops. "Freedom isn't free" has become an almost automatic refrain 
in response to the question: "Why are we in Iraq?"

So, if you do nothing else, you must develop your core communications strategy and execute it 
from the inside out. Anything else leaves you with a hollow core, a fatal weakness at the very center of 
your operations.

Play offense. 

Again, no major military or political victory has been achieved on the defensive. Until you get 
control of the dialogue and start playing offense, you will be losing, not winning "Play offense was the 
battle cry of Bill and Hillary Clinton's White House MOD (Masters of Disaster) Squad with 
communications Hell fighters like Mark Fabiani, Mandy Grunwald, and Chris Lehane. Their trained 
instinct in any situation, no matter how challenging, was to find a way to get control of the dialogue 
and to get off the defensive. And when they seemed to be cornered, they'd attack. They'd often retaliate 
even before they were attacked. In fact, you can take any view of the Clinton presidency that you want, 
but you have to admit to the precision of the political machinery.

Play Offense:

* Balance the picture. Never allow an attack from the press or regulators or competitors to go 
unanswered For example, market leaders like AT&T, McDonald's, and Coke gave their key 
competitors the freedom to attack constantly during the 1980's and 1990's. This was the

equivalent of corporate "rope-a-dope." Rope-a-dope was Muhammad Ali's strategy of allowing his 
opponent to "punch himself out" while Ali covered up, leaning back, way back, on the ropes. Once the 
opponent tired of beating on Ali, the Champ would swing to the offensive. It seemed like a great 
concept at the time, but it probably contributed to the Great One's brain damage and subsequent 
Parkinson's disease.

Today, corporations that allow detractors to attack without response are doing the same thing and 
suffering the same kind of damage. No attack should go without response. Anheuser-Busch, for 
example, has always taken every attack seriously. It has targeted seemingly insignificant competitors 
for ferocious-but truthful attack. Anheuser-Busch believes that nothing is unimportant. And that's right.
Respond to every attack.

Furthermore, correct every single inaccuracy. The smallest incorrect detail takes on the force of 
fact as it is repeated and repeated by lazy journalists doing research in a media archive rather than 
developing their own basis of fact. For this level of attention to detail, we conjure up the image of NBA
coach Phil Jackson disputing scores of seemingly insignificant rulings made by refs. He wants these 
refs to be aware that no mistake will be missed. The press, the regulatory authorities, and your 
competition should be aware of the same thing. Don't tread on me.

* Speed wins. We've emphasized the need to regain control of the dialogue at the very beginning 



of the crisis.

And the imperative for speed never lets up during a crisis. So be the first to tell the whole truth. Be 
the first to define the context of a crisis, and others are likely to line up around your definition. In fact, 
this is what Clinton's team did so well: defining the "Affairs Lewinsky" as a personal, not a political or 
public, matter. And they did this faster than the other side. In football, the split-second issue of control 
of the line of scrimmage defines which team controls the entire 60-minute game. So don't just position 
yourself position the opposition. Develop

a bias for action and a need for speed.

* Abandon subtlety Again, leave nothing to the imagination. In a crisis, subtlety leaves too much 
room for the opposition to maneuver. 

Speak clearly. Speak simply.

And let your actions communicate as often as possible.

Develop strategy for the "other side " of the crisis. "Plan to win" is a useful clichs in a crisis. 
Winners plan, and only planners win. 

Develop a core strategy for the crisis but also develop a strategy for what you'll do when you win.

Develop a post crisis strategy. 

Turn your company's focus from "right this minute" to the refute, but don't try to erase the memory
of the crisis. Instead, use it to create a new learning and a new attitude. In our experience, this "crisis-
as-SOP" culture creates the Bear Bryant ideal of a team that is "mobile, agile, and hostile." Be smarter 
and tougher, but continue the core strategy that got you to the other side of the crisis-and, importantly, 
don't make any changes that change the fundamental meaning of your company and your brand among 
your most important constituents.

Keep in touch with reality. 

Though timely research is often difficult to achieve in a crisis situation, make sure to keep a sense 
of dialogue going with your key audiences. Perhaps the most damaging aspect of a crisis is the bunker 
mentality. The isolation created by sudden change and challenge can lead to enormous mistakes. So 
make attitudinal research a launching pad for as many actions as possible.

And make sure that strategic researchers are part of your core strategy group and a constant 
influence on what you do and say.

The whole idea of the insurgent model of strategy and actions is to get to the "win." Therefore, you
must define the win that you want and the discrete successes on the way to that win that you can 
reasonably achieve-in other words, "do the doable." Veterans of political campaigns will tell you that 
the campaign atmosphere is one of constant crisis. But the best campaigns are also an example of 
constant progress toward an ultimate goal. And that's an atmosphere you'd probably love to have inside 
your own company. So don't treat a crisis like a unique event-because today, it will be your business's 
day-today reality. Be ready and be prepared for crisis in everything you do.JUST DO IT



Deal with crisis as SOP. Let the new reality trip up the competition, not you.

* Don't "manage" a crisis-solve it.

* Get control of the dialogue at the beginning of the crisis.

* Use the truth as the most powerful form of propaganda.

* Create a core strategy group that will keep your business  focused and running while you're 
solving the crisis.

* Create a "crisis simulator" in your company.

'* Play offense!

Steps

Recognize that today crisis is SOP.

Create a core strategy group and a crisis plan.

Create a "crisis simulator" and a checklist.

Train for crisis and train to preempt crisis.

When crisis comes, use truth as the most powerful propaganda.

Train to treat every customer interaction as a potential crisis.

Exercises

' Train SBTA-stop, breathe, think, and act-inside your culture.

And empower your employees to over service dissatisfied customers who are "in crisis"-who bring
even the smallest problems to your employees.

' Form a core strategy group-including your executive team, product experts, researchers, corporate
counsel, and communications managers-and have this group prepare a crisis manual that includes 24/7 
contact protocols and information and a crisis checklist

' Use this crisis checklist to conduct frequent simulations and drills.

The crisis checklist and simulation outline should look like this:



I. Assess all realities.

Legal

Communications

Financial

Technical

Political

Regulatory

Media

Customer

Employee

2. Determine crisis objectives.

Collect facts; check facts; disseminate facts.

Speak with one company voice.

Control  the  situation,  limit  damage,  and  protect  the  company's reputation

Form a strategic checklist.

Be disciplined and cool.

Form a crisis plan.

Control the dialogue.

Remember that truth is the best propaganda.

Communicate inside-out throughout your organization

Play offense; don't just react.

Centralize crisis operations within your facility.

Think through scenarios.

Invest in the "post-crisis" period.

Monitor crisis realities.

Form a simple message.

It should have two or three key points.

Form a situation morn.

Plan key tactics.

Create an internal statement:



* What did we know?

* When did we know it?

* What are we doing about it?

Create an internal timeline.

Create internal Q&As.

Review media to be contacted.

Review web-site communications.

Segment and target constituents by attitude: hard opposition, soft opposition, undecided, soft 
support, and hard support.

Update "friends and family" and "big mouth" lists.

Review media protocols.

Before and during a crisis, a clear plan should be prepared to

determine the following:

* Who will be authorized to speak to the press?

* Where and how frequently should press briefings be held?

* Where should the press congregate?

* How will information be coordinated with police and law enforcement if necessary?


