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iPraise for
THE CRISIS CASEBOOK


“A is for Alaska Airlines, Amazon, Apple and more in this rundown of crisis management for dozens of brand names. The author draws on decades of experience as a leadership strategist assessing what works. Alphabetized for easy access, T is for Taylor Swift, her music and her business sense, and Z is for Zelensky, president of Ukraine, adept at telling his country’s story. Who did it right and who fell short is spelled out in The Crisis Casebook, an easy read that offers a roadmap for success.”


Eleanor Clift, Daily Beast columnist and co-author of Selecting a President


“Having managed a crisis and maybe created a few at the White House, I can say that studying this crisis casebook will help anyone who is in a position vulnerable to unanticipated risk and inadequate preparation.”


Mike McCurry, Former White House Press Secretary (1995–98)


“In today’s always-on world of real-time media, a public relations crisis can occur instantly. Unless you are prepared for a quick response, you will be seen as uncaring (or worse). In The Crisis Casebook, Edward expertly analyzes the PR successes and failures of some of the biggest brands so we can learn from what they did right and wrong. It should be required reading of any brand manager and public relations executive.”


David Meerman Scott, bestselling author of The New Rules of Marketing and PR, available in 29 languages from Albanian to Vietnamese.


“In The Crisis Handbook, Edward Segal draws upon extensive experiences, exhaustive research and excellent insights to help people, campaigns and companies navigate the dangerous terrain of crises.


Segal’s succinct case studies illuminate the multitude of ways controversies and catastrophes can afflict businesses and organizations large and small, and he couples each saga with sage advice.


You can’t help but come away from this book ready, willing, and able to tackle crises head-on. With The Crisis Handbook at your side, helplessness is replaced by hope, and despair is overcome by determination. The book is not only a must-read—it’s a must-have at the ready when crises happen.”


Jim Kennedy, a former spokesman for Bill and Hillary Clinton, Sony, and News Corp


ii“Edward Segal has done it again! What an amazing resource for communication practitioners and organizational leaders alike. The cases reflect the kinds of crises today’s organizations face today and you will undoubtedly see your organization in many of them.


Edward not only captures and analyzes the experiences of other industry leaders so you can learn from them, he also provides rules to follow and pathways to build your own library of proven tools that will help you recognize, plan for, implement, and track crises affecting—or will likely affect—you and your organization. I can’t wait to get this resource in the hands of my students as it provides the examples and lessons learned that will make them crisis ready communication leaders of the future.”


Mitchell Marovitz, director and professor, Communications, Journalism, and Speech Program at the University of Maryland Global Campus


“Edward Segal’s The Crisis Casebook is a practical, insightful guide to not only tackling the challenges but also seizing the opportunities associated with crisis management. Through real-world examples and expert observations, Segal explores how effective communication shapes business outcomes, builds trust among stakeholders, and leads organizations through uncertainty.


As a business communication scholar, I value how this book equips leaders with the necessary tools to make bold, informed decisions when the stakes are high. It’s a must-read for anyone who wants to navigate crises with confidence and clarity.”


Carla Bevins, Associate Teaching Professor of Business Management Communication at Carnegie Mellon University’s Tepper School of Business


“The Crisis Casebook offers dozens of real-world examples and lessons on how others created or managed a wide range of crisis situations. Written by crisis management expert Edward Segal, this is my go-to resource to profit from the experiences of others and find ways to address crisis-related challenges and concerns. History shows that another crisis is always around the corner. That’s why the sooner you read this book, the sooner you will be prepared for what comes next. Always keep The Crisis Casebook close by!”


Arnold Sanow, Author, Get Along with Anyone, Anytime, Anywhere


“Buckle up for the ultimate crisis playbook that’s part corporate thriller, part leadership manual! Edward Segal does not just tell stories—he decodes the DNA of organizational survival in a world where one tweet can topple an organization.


iiiThe Crisis Casebook is your backstage pass to the most memorable corporate moments, unpacking how brilliant (and not-so-brilliant) leaders navigate make-or-break situations. It’s like having a front-row seat to the most intense chess match, with insights that will make you rethink everything you know about leadership, resilience, and the razor-thin line between disaster and triumph. This is not just a book—it’s a masterclass in turning potential catastrophes into comeback stories.”


Lakesha Cole, Principal publicist at she PR


“If you wonder if there is a compilation of crises that have been managed well - and not so well – wonder no more!


The Crisis Casebook is, without question, what you are looking for: the classic, comprehensive compendium of crises and responses (successful and not successful at all!). It’s by Edward Segal, one of America’s premier, crisis management experts and the authoritative, crisis management commentator who has been read by millions on Forbes.com.


Segal’s new book is a crisis management primer, filled with signature insights and learning moments. Knowing about and learning from others’ crisis response failures is a safety net against making similar errors yourself. The Crisis Casebook reads like a thrilling novel and imparts meaty lessons on every page about what to do, what not to do, and how best to be prepared to address your crisis when it comes. Because, in one form or another, it often comes for us all.”


David Nellis, CEO, ROI Advertising


“The Crisis Casebook underscores Edward Segal’s standing as one of the world’s leading authorities on crisis management.


Segal argues that relying on the strategies of hope, luck, avoidance, or denial during a crisis worsens problems instead of solving them. Alarmingly, many executives fall back on these inadequate measures as their primary crisis management plans.


The Crisis Casebook includes dozens of examples of how well-known companies and brands responded to a variety of risks and threats. At the heart of the examples are two critical questions: “What was the right thing to do?” and “What can you learn from the crisis?”


Coni K. Meyers, founder and president of BePreparedBeReady.org


iv“Businesses face countless types of crises, some predictable, others not. In The Crisis Casebook, Edward Segal offers his insights and advice into crisis management for scores of catastrophes including product tampering, leadership missteps, fighting disinformation, death of a senior executive, and many more. If you want to get a handle on how to prepare and how to act during your next crisis—as any smart company should—keep The Crisis Casebook handy.”


Ed Barks, author and president of Barks Communications
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viiTo Pamela Kervin Segal:


My favorite editor and proofreader






xiixiiiIt takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, you’ll do things differently.


Warren Buffett


Never let a good crisis go to waste.


Widely attributed to former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill








xivxvIntroduction


The advice and examples in The Crisis Casebook are based on the hundreds of stories I have written as ﻿a Leadership Strategies Senior Contributor for Forbes.com and my work as a crisis management consultant.


In addition to sharing my crisis management advice, the chapters that follow feature recommendations and insights from many of the public relations, marketing, branding, and other experts I have interviewed over the years.


As noted in the subtitle, this book is about the lessons in crisis management from the world’s leading brands. That’s why the chapters are organized alphabetically by brands, instead of by themes or crisis types. The roughly A-to-Z nature of the Contents enables readers to quickly find well-known brands and how they responded to a crisis.


I’m happy to refer readers to Crisis Ahead, my previous book about crisis management. There they will find more than 100 types of crises and crisis triggers that are listed according to the types of crisis instead of by brands. The crises range from accidents, accounting mistakes and active shooters to viral videos, whistle-blowers, and wildfires.


The hundreds of examples in The Crisis Casebook and Crisis Ahead have an important message in common. It is easier, faster, and more affordable to learn from the experiences of others than to suffer through a bad situation yourself—only to find out afterward what you should have done.


I am a great believer in crisis management cross-training, which means learning from the crisis management experiences of those who are in different industries and professions. The more business executives know ﻿about how others responded to a crisis, the more likely it is that they can find the right approach to managing theirs.


My definition of a crisis is anything that can damage the credibility, image, reputation, bottom line, activities, or future of brands and companies, affect the morale of employees, make it harder to recruit or retain workers, or create a risk of litigation.


Crisis management covers a lot of ground as well. One of the best ways, of course, to manage a crisis﻿ is to take steps to prevent it from happening in the first place, or at least mitigate the impact as much as possible.


xviAs I noted in Crisis Ahead﻿:




	It’s not a matter of if companies will face a crisis﻿ but when they will, where it will happen, how bad it will be, and what they will do about it.


	Most organizations do not have the knowledge, skills, or resources to face or recover from a crisis. They do not have a crisis plan in place or, even if they do, have not tested it to see how it would hold up in the real world.


	Hope, luck, delay, denial, or stonewalling are not effective strategies for managing a crisis or trying to avoid one. They usually make matters worse.


	A crisis does not respect national boundaries, calendars, clocks, industries, or professions. It can strike any company, organization, or high-profile individual anytime and anywhere.


	You may need specific skills and resources—such as management, public relations, marketing, advertising, legal, HR, and IT—to help get through a crisis. Depending on the situation, you may have to call on assistance from first responders, law enforcement, healthcare providers, financial experts, consultants, or government agencies.


	A lot can be at stake in a crisis, including the image, reputation, credibility, and future of companies; revenue and profits; the ability to attract and retain employees; and careers.





Variables


No two crisis situations are likely to be the same. Some of those variables include:




	The nature and extent of the crisis. Is it confined to one office or multiple offices and manufacturing facilities?


	Who is affected by the crisis, whether they are employees, customers, stakeholders, or the public﻿.


	The age and size of companies. Older and larger businesses often have more layers of management—and red tape—to navigate when responding to a crisis. Younger and smaller companies, on the other hand, may have fewer experienced executives, but could be nimbler when reacting to a crisis.


	The degree to which companies test their crisis management plans—if they have them—to ensure they will work when needed. The less they practice their plans, the less likely it is that their plans will work when a crisis strikes.


	When and how crisis management teams are appointed, and how well they work together. Waiting until a crisis strikes to appoint a team means they will not have been tested to ensure that they would work well under pressure or that personality and other conflicts ﻿could prevent them from working well as a team.


	
xviiThe resources that organizations need in order to respond to a crisis—and what outside resources they need, and how quickly they can access them. The fewer in-house resources companies have, the more likely it is that they will have to obtain those resources outside of the company—which could take more time.


	Who has the authority to activate the plans, and how quickly team members can be reached. The fewer the levels of red tape—and the sooner that crisis team members can be contacted—the better.





Crisis Management Plans


Corporate executives can be lulled into a false sense of security about their readiness to respond to a crisis by assuming their company needs only one crisis management plan.


Big mistake. That is because, like a suit, one plan will not be a good fit for every crisis a company could face. Indeed, an organization’s response to a cyberattack will be different from how it reacts to litigation, strikes, or the death of its CEO.


When a disaster, scandal, or other emergency not accounted for in a basic plan occurs, organizations will waste valuable time scrambling to figure out how to manage it. Even companies in the same industry or profession could face different sets of challenges than their competitors.


Customized crisis plans should include ﻿tailored messaging for those impacted by the different emergency situations. Depending on the nature of the company, different plans should be prepared to account for the potential of various crisis scenarios for different areas.


Crisis Leadership


As important as it is to have crisis management plans in place, their execution can quickly go off the rails if the people at the top of the organization chart interfere with established crisis response policies and procedures. A micromanaging CEO, for example, could interject themselves unnecessarily into a company’s response and prevent the crisis management ﻿team from doing its job.


The leadership styles of CEOs and their staff can be wild cards in how companies and organizations respond to a crisis. Their approaches, philosophies, preferences, and temperaments for managing people and corporate emergencies can help resolve a crisis quickly—or extend and worsen the situation.



xviiiCrisis Communication


How leaders communicate during and about a crisis can impact how long a crisis lasts—or can make it worse.


Some of the best practices to follow when communicating about a crisis include:




	Be clear. Use plain and simple language so everyone can understand you.


	Be coherent. Avoid using acronyms, buzzwords, and jargon that are unique to your industry, organization, or profession.


	Be current. Only provide the latest updated information about the crisis.


	Be credible. Cite the sources of your information.


	Be correct. Double check all facts and figures before sharing them with others.





The Source of Leadership


There have been times in history when people have been thrust into incredibly intense crisis situations and surprised the world with their remarkable courage, determination﻿, and leadership. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was one of those times. And Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is one of those people.


His remarkable journey, from a comedian playing the president of his country on a TV show to rallying and leading his people against Russian President Vladimir Putin’s unprovoked war, was unusual, to say the least.


But how well Zelensky has met and surpassed the challenges of the escalating crisis has been riveting. To say he has important lessons for all business leaders about communicating and responding to a crisis would be an understatement.


Zelensky demonstrates that “leadership comes from deep within,” according to Barbara Bell, a retired US Navy captain and adjunct professor of leadership and ethics at the United States Naval Academy. Author of Flight Lessons: Navigating Through Life’s Turbulence and Learning to Fly High, she was one of the first women to graduate from the US Naval Academy and the US Naval Test Pilot School. “He drew from well deep within himself, showing the entire world what courage and commitment look like as he leads his country through a crisis like no other.”



xixBuilding Grit


“‘Grit is built through struggle. There’s no way around it.’ This is one of my personal favorite quotes,” says Bell. “The Ukrainian people know this tremendously well. They have been tried and tested over many years, and the hope and prayer is that they will prevail.”


Where Leaders Come From


“‘Leaders can come from everywhere,” Bell believes. “In addition to his courage, Zelensky is a ‘man of the people.﻿’ Meaning, he knows his people. Beginning as a comedian, he developed a keen awareness of what motivates and inspires people. He is now with the people and continuing to motivate and inspire in the darkest of times.”


Free Resources


There are several free resources that companies and organizations can use to help supplement their ability to prepare for and respond to a crisis.


National Risk Index


The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) announced in 2021 the full application launch of the National Risk Index, a new free online resource that “provides a clear, visual guide to natural hazard risks throughout the United States, and information to help communities to understand and reduce those risks, whether they involve flooding, wildfire, extreme heat, or drought,” according to the agency’s website﻿.


Business leaders can use the Index to identify natural hazards and risks that could create a crisis for their companies and organizations, update their crisis management plans﻿, and conduct periodic tests and exercises to ensure their plans will work when needed.


In the National Risk Index, natural hazards are represented in terms of Expected Annual Loss, which incorporate﻿s data for exposure, annualized frequency, and historic loss ratio. The online mapping application identifies communities most at risk to 18 natural hazards, including coastal flooding, cold waves, hurricanes, ice storms﻿, and wildfires. The application visualizes natural hazard risk metrics and includes data about expected annual losses from natural hazards, social vulnerability﻿, and community resilience.


xxAccording to then-FEMA ﻿administrator Deanne Criswell in a statement on the agency’s website:




“It is important for people to educate themselves about the severe weather events that can pose a serious threat to their communities … The National Risk Index is a free tool that allows anyone to take a deeper look at local hazards, and can help inform risk-based decision making, so that people can be as prepared as possible.”





Multiple Risk Factors


The Index provides an at-a-glance overview of multiple risk factors, and can be used to help communities:




	Update emergency operations plans.


	Enhance hazard mitigation plans.


	Prioritize and allocate resources.


	Identify the need for more refined risk assessments.


	Encourage community-level risk communication and engagement.


	Educate homeowners and renters.


	Support the development and adoption of enhanced codes and standards.


	Inform long-term community recovery.





Dashboards


The ability to monitor and track various aspects of an organization’s activities and operations can provide executives with valuable information and insights that can help prevent a crisis or measure progress in addressing an emergency.


Companies and organizations can use the business version of dashboards to keep an eye on all parts of the enterprise and help spot early issues that could ﻿turn into a full-scale crisis that threatens the image, reputation﻿, and future of the organization.


There are plenty of examples of how companies and organizations are using—or plan to use—dashboards.


Measuring and Monitoring Workplace Crises


Work Shield launched a dashboard to help employers quickly identify and respond to harassment issues in the workplace. The reporting platform is accessible anytime and xxianywhere via phone, computer﻿, or tablet. Employees can report incidents and speak with a legal professional, according to Jared Pope, founder and CEO of the company.


The site enables employers to monitor and track incidents by location, department﻿, and other options and uncover trends for several types of incidents.


Pope notes that up to that point none of its clients ha﻿s faced charges from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and that all harassment-related issues have been resolved in an average of five days, which is 25 days less than the national average.


Keeping on Top of Corporate Hotspots


Auto parts company Meritor built what it called a “war room dashboard” to identify and keep track of hotspots throughout the organization, plus data about the COVID-19 pandemic from Johns Hopkins University. The dashboard was tailored so it could quickly provide managers with frequent updates on the status of the business, their partners, customers﻿, and the supply chain. The dashboard also monitors the availability and use of personal protective equipment at various locations to determine which equipment is needed and if there are any work sites that can share surplus supplies.


Guarding Against Disinformation


In 2021, PR firm Weber Shandwick partnered with AI-driven threat intelligence and detection platform Blackbird.ai to launch an online “Media Security Center.”


Understanding Threats


According to Weber Shandwick, “The platform helps organizations understand the information landscape in ways that were never before possible so that analysts and comms teams can better respond to the types of threats that are now omnipresent …”


Driven ﻿by AI


The platform uses AI to generate narratives which are collections of topics, posts﻿, and stories that are relevant to customers. It ranks the narratives with a “Harm Score” which is a composite index that combines various risk factors.



xxiiWar Rooms


Command centers—also known as war rooms—can play critical roles in managing crises. According to Carla Bevins, an associate teaching professor of business management communication at Carnegie Mellon University’s Tepper School of Business, “Companies use war rooms to prepare for worst-case scenarios, improve collaboration during events, and help responders adapt and communicate more effectively during crises.” A war room “is a centralized center where information from numerous sources is processed, and open communication creates a clear voice of response.” Bevins goes on:




“Effective crisis communications effort requires coordinated internal collaboration and parallel processing. War rooms create a dynamic environment where these conversations can happen … Make sure that your war room is well equipped with all the tools you’ll need before you need them.”





Helping to Build Crisis Management Skills


A war room is most important before a crisis breaks out “because it is in the war room where you rehearse, prepare﻿, and build skills in crisis management,” claims Andy Whitehouse, an assistant professor at Columbia University who teaches crisis communications:




“In my class, I argue that companies should regularly bring together the crisis team in the war room to role-play a crisis—since this is the only way to ensure that the team has the experience, capabilities﻿, and comfort to manage a crisis when it happens. A live crisis in a war room is not the moment to find out that an executive is not ready for game time … Who should be in the war room? It depends on the scenario. Communications, legal, HR﻿, and operations will almost always be present, but other leaders, such as the chief technology officer or the head of security, might be there for a specific crisis.”





﻿“Use War Rooms Judiciously﻿”


Carla Bevins sounds a note of caution:




“Use war rooms judiciously. If you continue to use a war room when it is not needed, its effectiveness can decline. Crises are inherently stressful events where teams work long hours for many days. As the leader of a war room, lead xxiiiby example by remaining calm and collected … When you act as a role model, you help create a psychologically safe space where team members see they have an open line of communication. This can encourage them to speak up when they become stressed or need support.”





War rooms can be useful even when there is no immediate crisis, such as preparing for the threat of an economic-related challenge like inflation and recession.


What Next?


Risk indexes, dashboards, and war rooms are just some of the many tools ﻿companies and organizations can use to help measure and respond to crisis situations.


Armed with the crisis management lessons you will learn in the following pages, combined with the resources above, I hope you will feel confident—or more confident—in responding to crisis situations in the days ahead.xxiv





1Chapter 1


Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences


Penalizing Bad Behavior


Holding people accountable for their role in creating a crisis can be a crucial step in ensuring that a similar crisis is not repeated. That accountability can depend on the organization and the nature of the crisis and set an example for others.


For actor Will Smith, who slapped comedian Chris Rock in front of a live international television audience during the 94th Academy Awards in April 2022, accountability took the form of barring him from attending or participating in any Academy events or programs for ten years.


The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, which stages the event, reiterated its position about the incident, saying, “We are upset and outraged that [the awards] were overshadowed by the unacceptable and harmful behavior on stage by a nominee. To be clear, we condemn Mr. Smith’s actions that transpired [that] night.”


Condemning Smith’s Actions


The Academy issued this statement: "The academy condemns the actions of Mr. Smith at last night’s show. We have officially started a formal review around the incident and will explore further action and consequences in accordance with our bylaws, standards of conduct and California law.”


The organization noted that its “response to Will Smith’s behavior is a step toward a larger goal of protecting the safety of our performers and guests and restoring trust in the Academy. We also hope this can begin a time of healing and restoration for all involved and impacted.”


Smith, who had resigned from the Academy before the announcements, said in a statement﻿, “I accept and respect the Academy’s decision.”


There had been calls “from industry insiders and moviegoers for Smith’s Oscar to be taken back, which the Oscars have no legal authority to claim. To compare, convicted 2criminals Harvey Weinstein and director Roman Polanski still hold their Oscars following their expulsions,” according to Variety﻿ magazine.


Mitigating Factors


There can be mitigating factors that limit what can be done in response to a crisis.


“The organization didn’t have too many other options to impose, especially with Smith’s membership now no longer active following his resignation. His resignation and barring from future telecasts does not preclude him from being nominated or even winning future Academy Awards during that time,” Variety reported.


Smith’s resignation means that he is no longer part of the Academy’s voting body, but it ﻿does not prohibit him from being nominated for his work in the future.


No Consensus


Not everyone agreed with the Academy’s decision. Some thought it was too lenient, while others said it was too harsh. John Van Vliet, a member of the Academy, said:




“Assault is assault. If that had been any ‘non-celebrity’ charging up onstage to strike a performer, they would probably have been arrested … Physically striking another performer went far beyond what would be considered tolerable ‘antics’ and should result in Mr. Smith being removed from the Academy completely.”








3Chapter 2


Adidas


Celebrity Endorsements


Companies seeking to profit from their relationships with celebrities can find themselves in a crisis when celebrities do or say controversial things that tarnish corporate brands, images, and reputations. Because the court of public opinion can render its verdict quickly, corporate executives need to react just as fast to help prevent or mitigate damage to their brands.


One example is Adidas, which sold rapper Kanye West’s line of shoes and had a marketing partnership with him for almost a decade. But the singer, who changed his name to Ye, continued to make international headlines with his antisemitic comments and views.


Ye did not apologize or recant, which led Adidas to terminate its partnership with the singer in October 2022.


“Adidas does not tolerate antisemitism and any other sort of hate speech,” the company said in a statement. “Ye’s recent comments and actions have been unacceptable, hateful and dangerous, and they violate the company’s values of diversity and inclusion, mutual respect and fairness.”


Other companies, including CAA, the talent agency that represented Ye, also cut ﻿ties with the artist.


Slow to Respond


In October 2022, the German footwear giant had said that its partnership was under review, but since it had not issued any updates, it continued to release new Yeezy merchandise, “even as the rapper double[d] down on antisemitic tropes and conspiracy theories,” NPR reported.


John Goodman of John Goodman PR﻿ observes:




“The only surprise here is that it took Adidas way too long to respond … This was such an outright [antisemitic] rant that it deserved an immediate response from 4the company. Sometimes, it’s wise to wait a while before you respond. But this was so blatant and so offensive that Adidas needed to respond much sooner.”





The sooner that companies respond to a crisis-causing issue, the better.


A Matter of Timing


Timing is always important when trying to prevent or manage a crisis. Nick Kalm, founder and CEO of Reputation Partners, a national strategic communications and public relations firm﻿, explains:




“In crisis management, success is defined as not only doing the right thing but doing it at the right time. In this case, Adidas did the right thing by terminating their relationship with Ye, and their statement hit the right notes, but they took too long to do it.”





Even if a company is slow to respond to a crisis, there is no reason why it should not have—and follow—a crisis management plan:




“It was a bit surprising that a consumer-facing company like Adidas was so slow to respond to the crisis, but perhaps it was due to the significant financial charge the company incurred as a result of the separation. In any case, any company with celebrity endorsers must have a crisis plan and scenario-based decision-making completed in advance.”





A Risky Strategy


Doing nothing about a crisis and hoping it will disappear sooner rather than later can be a risky strategy. The longer a company waits to act, the worse the situation could become.


Every Situation Is Different


Stacy Elmore, co﻿-founder of The Luxury Pergola, a company that works with social media influencers, takes a measured view:




“Every situation is different, so there’s no one-size-fits-all answer. However, a good rule of thumb is to see what happens … Sometimes the controversy will blow over and be forgotten within a week or two, in which case you can resume normal operations as usual. But other times, the controversy will continue to be 5a topic of conversation (or even grow), and in that case, you’ll need to decide whether continuing to work with that celebrity is worth the potential backlash … Keep in mind that the world doesn’t revolve around your brand—bad news for celebrities often means bad news for brands too. And finally, remember that the news cycle moves fast—if you do decide to part ways with a celebrity, don’t try to publicly embarrass them. It’s always a bad idea to burn bridges﻿,” Elmore concluded.





There may be other factors at play when agreeing to work with or end arrangements with celebrities. That’s why the more that both parties understand and agree to the basics of their relationship and what each side expects to gain from it, the better. And there could be provisions in the agreement that will govern how controversies involving celebrities will be addressed.


If a company is too slow to react to a crisis, it could be pushed into action by outside ﻿forces, such as an immediate and sustained public outcry.





6Chapter 3


Airbnb


Mass Shootings


Companies and organizations need to act quickly and decisively when a crisis strikes. That’s especially true when, despite their best efforts, a crisis they tried to prevent strikes anyway. Airbnb is a case in point.


In 2019, there was a shooting at a large Halloween party at a property rented through Airbnb in Northern California.


ABC News reported:




“Five partygoers were killed on Halloween night at a house in the affluent town of Orinda, just east of Berkeley, that had been rented through Airbnb. The owner of the home told the San Francisco Chronicle that he had rented out the house to a woman who told him she was planning to have a family reunion for about a dozen people … Instead, authorities said that upwards of 100 partygoers fled the house in panic after shots rang out. One witness told the Chronicle that most of the party’s attendees were college students.”





According to the BBC, the incident led Airbnb to ban party houses. CEO Brian Chesky said in a tweet the company would take steps to “combat unauthorized parties and get rid of abusive host and guest conduct.”


The series of safety-related actions and policies was designed to help prevent the repeat of a similar crisis.


A Second Mass Shooting


But despite those steps, a second mass shooting at a large party at a different Airbnb rental property in 2022 made national headlines. According to The Washington Post, a shooting at an Airbnb in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, left two people dead and at least eight injured at a house party that was attended by about 200 people:




“More than 90 rounds were fired inside the house, prompting some partygoers to jump out of windows, Pittsburgh police chief Scott E. Schubert said at a news 7conference Sunday afternoon. Police said the shooting was from a property that had been rented via Airbnb … It was a very chaotic scene. You had people who were fleeing—you know, just trying to get out of there. Many of the partygoers were underage, and one victim was as young as 14 years old, Schubert said. Police believe there was more than one shooter and do not yet have anyone in custody.”





Crisis Management Best Practices


In the aftermath of the country’s largest mass shooting at the time, Airbnb appeared to be following several best practices for responding to and managing a crisis.


Issue a Statement


Say something appropriate about the crisis as quickly as possible.


An Airbnb spokesperson said:




“We share the Pittsburgh community’s outrage regarding this tragic gun violence. Our hearts go out to all who were impacted—including loved ones of those who lost their lives, injured victims and neighbors … Airbnb strictly bans parties, and we condemn the behavior that is alleged to have prompted this criminal gun violence.”





Tell People What You Have Done and Will Do


Explain what you have done in response to the crisis.


In its statement, the company explained that:




“We have reached out to the Pittsburgh Police Department as well as Mayor Gainey’s team to offer our support for their investigations, and we hope the people responsible for this bloodshed will be found quickly. The booking guest has been issued a lifetime ban from Airbnb and we will be considering all legal options to hold this person accountable.”






8Share What You Know


Provide any insights or information about the situation that can help people understand the crisis or what caused it.


Airbnb’s spokesperson said, “We can confirm that this was an unauthorized party, thrown without the knowledge or consent of the host,” and that the host had clearly stated their policy about parties on the property’s listing page. According to their policy, no parties were allowed, and any evidence of parties would result in a $500 fine.


Reiterate Company Policy


If you have policies or procedures in place designed to help prevent the crisis, share them with the public on your website.


The company’s website noted:




“As of Aug. 20, 2020, Airbnb announced a global ban on all parties and events at Airbnb listings, including a cap on occupancy at 16, consistent with our community policies. This party ban applies to all future bookings on Airbnb, and it will remain in effect indefinitely, until further notice.”





Don’t Assume


Don’t assume that people will know or remember the steps you have taken in the past.


Airbnb said in its statement that it has taken several steps to try to prevent parties at rental properties. The measures include:




	Adopting a policy that strictly bans parties.


	Operating a neighborhood support line so neighbors can flag any possible parties in real-time, as well as any listings that they believe to be “party houses.”


	A 24/7 safety team that enforces the company’s party policies.


	Conducting identity verification and background checks in order to use Airbnb in the US.


	Using safety-focused technology that restricts certain reservations based on risk factors—including reservation attempts for certain local, entire home listings made by guests under the age of 25. Airbnb said: “This technology is aimed at trying to 9prevent unauthorized parties and has blocked thousands of distinct reservation attempts in the US.”





Taking Legal Action


In 2021, San Francisco-based news and entertainment website SFist reported:




“As it has done in similar cases in the past, Airbnb announced … that it is taking legal action against the guest who threw an unauthorized teenage bash at a rental home in Sunnyvale on August 7 that tragically ended in a fatal shooting … The guest, who has not been named publicly, has been permanently banned from the Airbnb platform, and the company said it had informed the guest … of its intent to bring legal action. As KPIX reported, the guest is accused of violating the company’s Community Standards and Terms of Service and booking a listing under false pretenses.”





Advice




	Consult with staff and others to identify the worst-case crisis scenarios that would affect your company. Then take steps to help ensure that those scenarios do not become a reality, or if they do, that you will be ready to respond to them.


	Don’t assume that the efforts you made to prevent repeating a crisis will be effective.


	Periodically remind people who could create a crisis for your company about the policies, procedures, and protocols that they must follow.


	On a regular basis, conduct tests and exercises to help guarantee your crisis response plans will work when needed.
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Alaska Air, Boeing, and the Federal Aviation Administration


Accidents


The Federal Aviation Administration grounded all Boeing 737 MAX 9 aircraft temporarily in 2024 after the blowout of a cabin panel on one of the brand-new Alaska Airlines planes. The agency’s decision provides leaders with an important crisis management lesson: as soon as you know something, do something.


The episode that led to the grounding of the planes “raised troubling new questions about the safety of a workhorse aircraft design dogged by years of problems and multiple deadly crashes,” The New York Times reported.


Immediate Inspections


“The FAA is requiring immediate inspections of certain Boeing 737 MAX 9 planes before they can return to flight,” FAA administrator Mike Whitaker explained. “Safety will continue to drive our decision-making as we assist the NTSB’s [National Transportation Safety Board] investigation into Alaska Airlines Flight 1282.


“Alaska had grounded its fleet of Boeing 737 Max 9 aircraft on Friday after one of its planes made an emergency landing at Portland International Airport in Oregon because of a midair pressure problem that passengers said blew out a chunk of the fuselage, or body of the plane,” according to The New York Times.


Alaska Air


“In a statement, Alaska Air Group CEO Ben Minicucci said the airline’s fleet of 65 MAX 9s would be grounded and inspected to ensure safety. He anticipated inspections would be complete in the next few days,” The Seattle Times reported.


“Each aircraft will be returned to service only after completion of full maintenance and safety inspections,” Minicucci explained. “I am personally committed to doing everything we can to conduct this review in a timely and transparent way.”



11Boeing


“Safety is our top priority, and we deeply regret the impact this event has had on our customers and their passengers. We agree with and fully support the FAA’s decision to require immediate inspections of 737-9 airplanes with the same configuration as the affected airplane,” Boeing explained on its website.


“In addition, a Boeing technical team is supporting the NTSB’s investigation into last night’s event. We will remain in close contact with our regulator and customers.”


Consequences


Companies and organizations that delay in responding to a potential crisis run the risk of allowing the problem to turn into a full-blown crisis.


That, in turn, can damage the image, reputation, credibility, and bottom line of organizations—and harm the careers of executives.


Precautions


There are several steps corporate executives can take to help ensure they respond quickly to problems and issues that could create a crisis situation.




	
Crisis triggers: Determine what would cause a crisis for the company and include those crisis triggers in updated crisis management and crisis response plans.


	
Scenarios: Create scenarios based on the crisis triggers, and practice responding to the scenarios when conducting crisis response drills, exercises, and simulations.


	
Pay attention: Establish and maintain an early warning system that immediately notifies executives about a possible crisis. This can include monitoring social media platforms for comments or criticisms about the company and its products, services, and activities.


	
Response team: Appoint a crisis response team before there is a crisis. Without a team in place when a crisis strikes, valuable time will be lost in responding to and managing an unfolding situation.


	
Spokesperson training: Ensure that the person who would represent the company to the public in a crisis has received spokesperson training or periodic refresher training.
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Amazon


Leaked Documents


The release of confidential information about a company’s activities, products, services, or employees can create a crisis for organizations by damaging—or further damaging—their credibility, image, and reputation.


When those documents are leaked, it’s crisis management best practice for companies to tell their side of the story. Amazon did just that in response to the release of confidential information in 2022 about its high rate of employee attrition and other matters.
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