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				“Everybody’s got plans…


				until they get hit.”


				Mike Tyson


			


		




		

			
Introduction, structure and acknowledgements



			Crises and scandals shape companies and executives. They can have a decisive influence on the further development of a company or the career of a chairperson or CEO.


			Protecting reputation becomes a priority in a crisis. Why? Because a crisis costs money, which can be recouped if reputation is preserved. Under enormous pressure, strategically and tactically smart communication must be defined and implemented quickly and pragmatically. This is challenging. The business world is full of examples where this has not been done or has been done inadequately.


			Good advice is therefore expensive, sometimes in the truest sense of the word. This book was written against this backdrop. The question arises as to why it is needed. There are already many books on crisis communication. These five reasons prompted me to do so:


			

					

					 Many books essentially describe a selection of interesting crisis situations and derive recommendations for action from them; this also applies to ChatGPT & Co., by the way.1 These are essentially guides or manuals that lead one to conclude that a crisis can be “managed” if one only has a suitable plan. However, this is often not the case. Many crises cannot be “managed”; one can only react to them in a more or less appropriate manner and deal with them. This book shows where there is freedom to act and where its limits lie.


				


					

					 Following on from this: I want to do better than other representatives of my profession, whom Schulz (2001) criticised a few years ago as follows: “But even more so than with publications on PR, we encounter an unmanageable number of recipe books when it comes to the special case of crisis PR. These are primarily the visiting cards of more or less recognised PR consultants. One is almost reminded of a well-known series of repair manuals for car enthusiasts, because the literature on crisis PR only begins with the breakdown; there is no trace of prevention or rehabilitation” (p. 97). These aspects are integrated here.


				


					

					 Most books are written by specialists for specialists. This book distils the findings for board members and executives, especially chairpersons and CEOs. For them, a crisis is often a matter of all or nothing. Here we discuss what a crisis does to the C-suite (see Chapter 7).


				


					

					 Some aspects that are central to a corporate crisis are not addressed in the relevant literature. For example, how communication can be appropriately calibrated in a crisis (Chapter 5) or how legal and communicative principles differ in a crisis (Chapter 12).


				


					

					 For many years, science has been devoted to the topic of crisis communication, often as a subfield of reputation building. As interesting as these essays and books are, the theories, hypotheses and language are often unnecessarily complicated. And the findings are unsuitable for practitioners because they are too abstract. As an example, consider this scientific definition of media that I once read: “[Media are …] offerings to cognitive and communicative systems to generate constructions of reality under their respective system conditions” (von Pechmann2, 1996, p. 121). Aha.


					

				


			


			What qualifies me as the author of this book? Primarily, it is my experience gained from over thirty years of working as a management consultant on reputation and communication issues. I have experienced the following crisis situations at close range. In some cases, crisis management went well or was at least tolerable, in others it did not and ended in disaster. Or the crisis was such that good crisis management could not have made any difference. It is therefore no coincidence that among the numerous quotations and sayings in this book, one is missing or is placed in a different context here: that every crisis is an opportunity. This is not the case. Unfortunately, things do not always turn out for the best. Mistakes, even gross and unforgivable ones, can happen anywhere and have fatal consequences. No one is immune to a crisis.


			These cases are either described in more detail on the following pages or have contributed significantly to the findings presented in the book:


			

					

					 An activist short seller attacks a technology company.


				


					

					 The chairman of a major bank violates basic Covid rules and must leave the company.


				


					

					 The CEO and COO of a listed company are remanded in custody for two months on suspicion of misusing Covid short-time working allowances. As a consequence, the board of directors and management are completely replaced.


				


					

					 A prominent university professor publishes a groundbreaking study. Then it becomes public that the data purchased for this purpose was falsified. He weathered the crisis, not least thanks to prudent reputation management.


				


					

					 An intelligence report reveals that foreign countries have been bugged for many years via a Swiss group of companies for the benefit of the BND and the CIA. Companies involved in the case are protected from media escalation thanks to serious preparation.


				


					

					 A VIP is put under media pressure with hacked private information from a previous criminal case. He keeps his cool and remains in office.


					

				


					

					 An activist shareholder launches a broadside against the chairman of a listed company. He resigns at an inopportune moment, and the leaderless company becomes a takeover target.


				


					

					 The CFO of a global multinational commits suicide, placing a heavy burden on the chairman. The latter resigns two days later, thereby exacerbating the crisis.


				


					

					 Raiders from Austria launch an attack on a struggling industrial group.


				


					

					 A listed medical technology company – with a market capitalisation of over CHF 2 billion – goes bankrupt after an accounting scandal is uncovered.


				


					

					 An airline goes bankrupt. An administrator previously known only in professional circles takes over the reins and finds himself in the media spotlight overnight.


				


			


			The list illustrates how varied the causes of a crisis can be. They can be categorised, for example, into endogenous versus exogenous crises, by type of cause (personnel, technical, financial, commercial, natural risks, etc.) or by degree of guiltiness. In my experience, how a crisis arises is crucial for reputation and communication. Below, I distinguish between three ideal-typical forms that require different principles and approaches:


			

					

					 a delicate matter that escalates into a crisis – a creeping crisis (the most common case)


				


					

					 a crisis out of the blue – a sudden, acute crisis


				


					

					 an emerging crisis for which one can calmly prepare – a foreseeable crisis


				


			


			These three chapters form the core of the book and can be found in Part II. Before that, Part I outlines basic concepts of crisis communication and key reputation issues. Part I contains rather intellectual topics and is more difficult to digest. Part III describes relevant aspects of crisis communication. Where possible, insights and recommendations are outlined. The executive summary comes at the end. Impatient readers can skip straight to page 127 and then add this book to their pile of books they have read.


			In everything that follows, crisis communication is understood as part of crisis management. In contrast to many others, managers are particularly exposed in this aspect of crisis management. This is especially true for CEOs. Therefore, the following text refers frequently to these CEOs, although it is clear that other managers, and in particular the chairperson, can also play an extremely important role in crisis situations.


			Martin Meier-Pfister


			Zurich, April 2025
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				  1 Speaking of ChatGPT or other AI tools: unless specifically referenced, every word in this book has been written by the author. However, I have used Perplexity to research certain facts or to provide scientific evidence for my own experiences. Where quotations are taken from books or studies, the author is named and the corresponding work is listed in the bibliography.


			


			

				  2 von Pechmann quotes S. J. Schmidt.


			


			

		




		

			
Part I 
Fundamentals



			

				
1. 
Conceptual considerations



				To begin the book, a few basic thoughts. First, a clarification of terms: What is a crisis, what is a scandal?


				The term crisis is derived from the ancient Greek word κρίσις (krísis), which means decision or judgement. It originated in a medical context and referred to the turning point in an illness, either towards recovery or death. The term thus emphasises the need to make important decisions in a crisis.


				Here is a good definition of crisis in a business context: “A corporate crisis is a period of destabilisation within a company triggered by an event or a critical development. It is associated with a serious impairment of business activities and, in extreme cases, can lead to a threat to the company’s existence. A crisis is accompanied by accelerated change, reduced certainty of assessment and decreased predictability” (Kullick3, 2008, p. 27).


				A scandal is an event, behaviour or situation that violates social, moral or legal norms and therefore causes public outrage, excitement or great interest. Typical forms of scandal in a business context include corruption, fraud, abuse of power or violation of legal norms. Not every instance of misconduct automatically becomes a scandal. It requires the attention of the media or the public, which is why the element of outrage is at least as important as rational assessment. The term is derived from the Greek word σκάνδαλον (skandalon), which originally meant snare or stumbling block.


				Crises and scandals are closely related phenomena. What they have in common is that they interact to cause public outrage and attract media attention. In doing so, they threaten the reputation of organisations or individuals. In most cases, a scandal represents a specific form of communication crisis, while a crisis encompasses a broader spectrum of challenges that are not necessarily linked to misconduct. The term “crisis” will therefore be used primarily in the following.


				The conceptual approaches and considerations outlined below are applicable to all crisis situations discussed in Part II, including creeping crises as well as sudden or foreseeable crises.


				

					Types of crisis and strategic options


					Every crisis is different. The type of crisis determines the reputation protection and communication strategy, as illustrated in the table on the next page. The presentation and considerations below are based primarily on the writings of communication scientist Timothy Coombs, who in turn draws on findings from psychological attribution theory.


					In any crisis, it is essential to first agree on its type. As the table illustrates, this essentially determines the strategy. However, life is not black and white. There are crises that cannot be clearly classified. Cyber attacks are one example. Depending on the type of attack and the IT and security measures in place at the affected company, the crisis triggered by the attack may be considered a victim crisis, or it may become apparent later that it could have been avoided.


					Types of crisis and strategies


					

						

							Source: Adkins4 (2010, p. 102 ff.)


						

						


								

								Type


							

								

								Victim crisis


							

								

								Accidental crisis


							

								

								Preventable crisis


							

						


						

								

								Origin


							

								

								

										

										 Weak attributions of crisis responsibility


									


										

										 No negligence


									


										

										 Coincidence


									


										

										 Company affected by crisis


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Somewhat selfinflicted


									


										

										 “Bad luck”


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Clear crisis responsibility


									


										

										 Intention


									


								


							

						


						

								

								Examples


							

								

								

										

										 Natural disasters


									


										

										 Rumours


									


										

										 Workplace violence


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Accidental misconduct


									


										

										 Recalls due to technical defect or malfunctions


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Intentional malicious conduct


									


										

										 Criminal offences


									


										

										 Recalls due to personal or human misconduct


									


								


							

						


						

								

								Reputation damage


							

								

								Low


							

								

								Medium


							

								

								High


							

						


						

								

								Communication strategy


							

								

								

										

										 Attack


									


										

										 Scapegoat


									


										

										 Counterattack


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Defence


									


										

										 Explanation


									


										

										 Remorse


									


								


							

								

								

										

										 Commitment


									


										

										 Concession


									


										

										 Apology/Justification


									


								


							

						


					




					As this example illustrates, it is not only how a specific situation is viewed by the company that plays a role, but also how it is perceived by the public. Or, as Auer notes: “In the acute crisis management phase, the actual responsibility for the crisis is often not yet clear, but rather the responsibility for the crisis publicly assigned by stakeholders.” Coombs assumes that people look for causes for events, especially those they classify as negative and unexpected. Auer: “In doing so, they make assumptions about whether situational factors or the organisation or person are responsible for the event. Experimental studies have shown that these attributions of responsibility depend on the type of crisis (e.g. accident, natural disaster, see above), the crisis experience of the organisation or person affected, i.e. whether there have been similar crises in the past, and past relationships with stakeholders.”


					The more responsibility for a crisis is attributed to an organisation, the greater the expected crisis-related damage to that organisation’s reputation. The organisation’s history and general popularity are relevant factors here. If a company has experienced other crises in the past, a new crisis will be viewed more negatively than if the company had a clean slate when the crisis occurred. Certain companies generally enjoy public sympathy, such as Coop or Migros in Switzerland, in contrast to commodity traders. The same applies to executives. All people are equal before the law, but not in a crisis.


					Possible courses of action


					Once the type has been agreed upon, the crisis response strategy must be defined and then consistently implemented. Mixing crisis response strategies, or one based on denial or obvious trivialisation, will undermine the effectiveness of the entire response. The possible courses of action are listed below, based on the above table.


					Potential courses of actions in a crisis


					

						

							Source: Coombs (2007, p. 170)


						

						


								

								Approach


							

								

								Measure


							

								

								Acceptance


							

						


						

								

								

										

										 Attack the accuser


									


								


							

								

								Confront individuals or groups who claim that a crisis exists. Can include a threat such as legal proceedings


							

								

								No


							

						


						

								

								2. Denial


							

								

								Asserts there is no crisis


							

								

								No


							

						


						

								

								3. Excuse


							

								

								Downplay responsibility for the crisis. Deny intent or control over the crisis


							

								

								Mild


							

						


						

								

								4. Justification


							

								

								Minimize the perceived damage or offensiveness


							

								

								Mild


							

						


						

								

								5. Flattery


							

								

								Remind target groups of previous good deeds or praise from those involved. Put action in different context


							

								

								Mild


							

						


						

								

								6. Remedial measures


							

								

								Take measures to repair the damage and/or prevent the recurrence of the crisis


							

								

								High


							

						


						

								

								7. Full apology


							

								

								Take full responsibility and ask for forgiveness. Admit guilt. May include a compensation


							

								

								Very high


							

						


					




					A postscript to the last point. An admission of guilt must stand on its own. It must not be subject to conditions or contain justifications beyond the necessary explanations that could be interpreted as relativisation, as Steinke (2018, p. 217) correctly states.


					Management misconduct


					Management misconduct is a common cause of crises. It comes in various forms, for example:


					

							

							 Initiatives and behaviour that prove to be too risky


						


							

							 Failed implementation of strategic or operational projects


						


							

							 Negligent or intentional violation of applicable law


						


					


					All three damage reputation, possibly in the long term. Crisis management is challenging. As a rule, companies choose one of the above options, from number 3 to number 6. In short, this approach is usually promising:


					

							

							 Express concern or sympathy to the victims of the misconduct, if there are any. This does not constitute financial liability.


						


							

							 If the problem was clearly caused by the company, take responsibility and apologise if necessary. Sometimes an internal investigation is necessary first.


						


							

							 Explain what the company has done to prevent such a case from happening again.


						


					


				


				

					Forms of apology


					In the corporate world, avoidable crises are common. Apologising is therefore an obvious form of crisis response. Strictly speaking, however, a company or individual cannot apologise to itself, but can only ask for forgiveness or pardon. They are forgiven by others.


					Dezenhall (2022, p. 134 ff.) describes three types of apologies:


					(1) Judeo-Christian apology


					This requires genuine remorse and a desire to make amends. It culminates in an admission of wrongdoing, sincere regret and a request for forgiveness. Dezenhall rightly notes that this approach is often considered insufficient in today’s fast-paced media landscape.


					(2) Transactional apology


					The modern corporate approach to apologising. The first step involves expressing regret for what has happened, acknowledging any suffering caused and offering some form of compensation. The central element is preventive measures to avoid future incidents. This approach is usually more effective. It offers not only fine words, but also backs them up with concrete measures.


					(3) “Marital” apology


					Absurd at first glance, but effective in some circumstances. Dezenhall refers to long-term relationships where one partner apologises during a conflict, even if it is unclear whether any wrongdoing has actually taken place. This normalises the conversation and leads out of the conflict.


					

						[image: A cartoon depicting a married couple. The man says to his wife: ‘I'd like to apologise to you.’ She replies: ‘More! More]

					


					Dezenhall emphasises that in today’s social media-driven world, apologies are often immediately met with criticism and demands for more, regardless of their sincerity or elaborateness. He suggests that effective crisis management must go beyond simple apologies and include verifiable measures and compensation. Apologies rarely mark the end of a crisis, but rather the beginning of its end. Getting the timing right is difficult. If the apology comes too late, its effect will have evaporated before it even begins.


				


				

					Dependencies on cultural context


					Apologies must always be viewed in their respective temporal and cultural context. The current President of the United States, for example, exemplifies how one should never apologise for anything or admit guilt. He has been very successful in this regard. Whether this attitude works as a guiding principle for companies is doubtful.


					From a global perspective, the case of elevator manufacturer Schindler interesting. In 2006, a fatal accident occurred in a Schindler lift in an apartment building in Tokyo. A 16-year-old boy was killed when he tried to leave the elevator on the 12th floor and it started moving despite the doors being open. Schindler was criticised in Japan for failing to apologise and for its cultural misjudgement: The company realised too late that in Japan, a public apology is expected from the corporate headquarters. The delayed response led to a significant loss of reputation. From the Japanese perspective, Schindler made a major mistake by not immediately appearing before the press, apologising to the victims and having a key person bow, as is customary in Japan. Instead, Schindler focused on legal aspects and repeatedly emphasised that although it had built the lift, it was not responsible for its maintenance. A nine-year trial against a Schindler employee and the subsequent appeal by the public prosecutor’s office against the acquittal prolonged the negative attention. The consequences for Schindler were considerable. The company was criticised for years and suffered a slump in business. It sold its Japanese operations to a competitor in 2016.


					Schindler clearly did not interpret the accident appropriately in the cultural context or, if it did, did not draw the right conclusions from a reputation perspective. The theme of guilt and its opposite, obligation and duty, are omnipresent in Japan. Benedict (2019, p. 225 ff.) identifies the concept of obligation as a central cultural theme in Japanese culture that can serve as a key to understanding the Japanese people and their behaviour. Fulfilling one’s obligations to one’s job, family, neighbourhood or, in the broadest sense, the country is of fundamental importance in Japan. The reason for this lies in the self-image of the Japanese, who, to make a bold generalisation, tend to see themselves as part of something rather than as Central Europeans, who like to define themselves as unique individuals. Anyone who fails to fulfil their duty in Japan, or does so only imperfectly, touches on the core of social existence, indeed of existence itself. This is why it is extremely difficult to apologise for misconduct or broken commitments, as this has significant consequences. The cultural stereotype best known in this country is ritual suicide (seppuku): an individual commits a mistake, it becomes known, and the individual offers an apology by killing themselves. It therefore makes sense to try to cover up the mistake to avoid the draconian consequences. Seppuku has probably faded into the background, but removal from office and ostracism are still fairly common consequences of apologies. A simple “I’m sorry” and then carrying on is not acceptable.
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