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			Praise for Crisis Averted and Evan Nierman

			Evan Nierman’s evocative new book Crisis Averted lifts the curtain on the unseen dramas of crisis management, especially among those with the most to lose. 

			—Edwin Black

			New York Times Bestselling Author of  IBM and the Holocaust

			With his first book Crisis Averted, Evan Nierman is stepping into the public sphere and revealing what I have known for years: his understated approach belies a sharp intellect and deep understanding of policy, politics, and people. These qualities, paired with his integrity, have made him a trusted counselor.

			—Ben Carson, MD

			Former Cabinet Official, Former Presidential Candidate,
Retired Neurosurgeon, and Bestselling Author

			Helpful and fascinating, Crisis Averted is teeming with real-life examples of the best and worst outcomes and provides practical advice for creating your own crisis toolkit. I now understand why being right is not enough; we all need to be prepared. 

			—Cynthia Cleveland

			YPO International Board Director
YPO International Networks Chair
Former Global President, Universal Studios Consumer Products
President, Imaginarium and Teleflora

			In Crisis Averted, Evan Nierman convincingly portrays a much-needed message for business leaders: better to prepare for a PR crisis beforehand than react to potential PR threats in today’s fast-moving world. Having dealt with several PR challenges in previous businesses, as I read his wise words all I could hear myself saying was, “Where was Evan when we needed him?” Well, he’s here in Crisis Averted!

			—Jack Daly

			CEO Coach and Amazon Bestselling Author

			Crisis Averted by Evan Nierman smartly explores the complex worlds of crisis management and international PR. It’s a valuable resource for dealing with the global media from one of the best in the business. 

			—Avi Issacharoff

			Maariv and Times of Israel Middle East Analyst  
Cocreator of Netflix hit show Fauda

			Crisis Averted shares Evan’s vision and is a valuable resource for leaders in pursuit of communications excellence. 

			—Professor Yitshak Kreiss, MD, MHA, MPA

			Director General of Sheba Medical Center

			This book is a real-life look at what it’s like on both sides of the crisis matter—client and counselor. There’s an old saying in our industry: “Use your peacetime wisely,” because in crisis, time is a commodity you just don’t have. So use your peacetime wisely and read this book. You will be very glad you did.

			—Richard Levick

			Chairman and CEO, LEVICK

			When it comes to politics and business, one key element that you have to get right is communication. Crisis Averted is a fresh examination of how to deliver messages that matter in today’s information age. 

			—Senator Joe Lieberman

			Former Vice-Presidential Nominee

			Crisis Averted should be required reading for all successful business owners who want to stay that way!

			—Jason Loeb

			Sudsies Founder and CEO 
President of EO South Florida

			When the stakes are high and your reputation is on the line, Evan Nierman is the guy you want in your corner. For more than a decade, I have trusted him with our firm’s clients across a range of industries. 

			—Bruce March

			Greenberg Traurig Shareholder and Cochair of the Firm’s Global Corporate Practice

			Evan sets himself apart in Washington, because he focuses on long-term success and building strong relationships. Crisis Averted is a window into the workings of a talented communicator who truly knows how to get things done. 

			—Congressman Brian Mast

			Crisis Averted is an invaluable resource for entrepreneurs and executives in every industry. Riveting real-world examples and concrete, no-nonsense guidance for handling the inevitable challenges of business make it a must-read! 

			—Mark Moses

			Author of International Bestselling Book Make Big Happen
Founding Partner of CEO Coaching International

			No book on crisis management and corporate communication comes close. Evan Nierman is a master of his craft, which makes him a vital resource for smart CEOs seeking world-class
PR counsel. 

			—David Samrick

			Chairman and CEO of Mill Steel Company

			Crisis Averted is an entertaining and educational book from a truly masterful crisis manager and communicator. 

			—Armstrong Williams

			Entrepreneur, Author, and National TV Personality
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			To Robin, Noa, and Gabe, who inspire me every day. I believe in you. 

			—Evan
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Introduction:

			
A Crisis Averted

			Allow me to set the scene for you. The CEO was playing fast and loose with the company finances. He set up his mistress in a luxury penthouse. Fancy dinners, extravagant gifts, the whole nine yards. He thought he was being discreet, but someone on the board of directors caught wind of it. A meeting was called, a decision made: swift removal. No second chances.

			Lover boy was the face of the firm, and a scandal would send shock waves through the industry. This had to be done on the down low. He had to disappear in short order—jettisoned without a trace of impropriety.

			The board confronted him with evidence, advised him to step down, and told him just how it would be done. A press release would paint him in positive but muted terms, and he was not to say a word. There would be a mutual nondisclosure agreement; he would get a severance package and quietly go away. Which is precisely what happened.

			It is a classic example of public relations crisis management—or, in this case, a crisis averted. This profession centers upon high-stakes and high-profile situations that are hard to forget but are often best handled quietly without the world ever knowing or truly understanding what took place behind the scenes. 

			No person or organization is immune from experiencing a crisis. It is not a question of if, but when. Before the text messages begin flying and the dominoes start to fall—that is when you need to employ the will and skill to make the right moves at the right time.

			You cannot learn this in a textbook. It won’t be properly covered in any graduate school curriculum. In fact, I would argue that a measured, academic approach is exactly the wrong way to become an effective crisis counselor. It has to be learned on the job. In real time. And you absolutely have to think on your feet.

			In Crisis Averted I am going to provide a peek behind the curtain. I will highlight the remarkable power delivered by strategic communications done right, and provide insight into the vital, but little-known and often misunderstood, niche of communications known as crisis PR.

			My hope is that sharing my approach and some of my personal experiences will empower you to apply many of these lessons in your own life and in your own business. The goal is to provide you with tools that you can utilize immediately, and to help you develop the mindset and the skillset needed to navigate our hyper-connected and media-driven world. 

			If the information in Crisis Averted helps even a single good person avoid a bad outcome, then it will have been worth the effort. 

			As you will come to understand, crisis managers are entrusted with the most sensitive professional and personal information imaginable, and confidentiality is essential. With that principle in mind, I will not reveal the names of any clients. But rest assured that every single story in this book is true.

			
PART I: 
An Introduction to Crisis PR

			
Chapter 1

			
As Bad as It Gets

			The phone rings. It’s a number I don’t recognize. I take the call, and a man says, “Is this Red Banyan?” 

			“Yes,” I reply.

			“You guys do crisis PR, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“How quickly can you start?”

			I say, “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on. If we are a good fit for what you need, I can have a contract in your hands in the next ten minutes, and we can begin working for you.”

			“Okay,” he answers. “Here’s the situation. I’m the CEO of this company. My COO was just arrested. They led him out of the office in handcuffs. He’s an unregistered sex offender. Half of my staff just quit. Some of them are starting to blog about what they saw today in the office. The local media has the story, and they’re working on it.”

			I process this, and say, “Well, how do you know? You haven’t talked with any reporters have you?”

			“Oh, yeah, I did. I gave them an interview already.”

			Not the answer I was looking for. “Okay. Are you the only person who spoke with the press?”

			“Well, no. My sister also chatted with the reporter. I think she actually talked to him twice.”

			 “Okay, when is the piece supposed to air?”

			“They’re preparing it for the news tonight at five o’clock.”

			I glance at my watch—it’s two o’clock. The police had just frog-marched a top executive out of the building. Needless to say, this one was about as bad as it gets. Then it got even worse. I ask the CEO, “Did you know that he was a sex offender when you hired him?”

			Silence. 

			Then after a long pause, “Well, I was trying to do a nice thing and give the guy another chance in life.”

			Welcome to the world of crisis PR. A fascinating and fast-moving place where the circumstances are always less than ideal and successful outcomes are never assured. 

			But rather than upending your organization, there are critical steps you can take to protect your reputation and revenues. In fact, properly preparing for an inevitable crisis may be the single most important investment a company ever makes. 

			And when you find yourself in a tough situation, that’s when having a good crisis manager—or this book—can help. 

			PR versus Crisis PR: What’s the Difference?

			It is important to understand that most PR agencies are not crisis firms. A general PR firm’s typical function is to push out information that makes its client look good. And that can be whether the client is selling a product or service or, as in the case of a nonprofit organization, promoting a cause or an agenda. For instance, say an organization is concerned with climate change. They will use PR in order to bring attention to that issue so that their opinions can impact the broader conversation. 

			The difference between general PR and crisis PR can best be explained by an analogy. Say you are having a heart attack, and you have two options. You can go into a surgical theater and have a cardiac surgeon work on you, or you can take your chances with a general practitioner. Which would you choose?

			Or here is another example for those who think they can manage a crisis by themselves. Many of us drive cars every day, and some have been doing so for decades. It is a part of day-to-day life. But are we ready to be a professional race car driver? Have we been forced to handle the unique pressures that come with pushing two hundred miles per hour when the margin for error is zero and the possibility of crashing could mean disaster? That is what takes place during a crisis.

			When you are in a crisis, you need a specialist and specific types of expertise. Unfortunately, it is very hard for the average person out there to know the difference between firms that specialize in crisis and those that really do not.

			Part of the reason it’s hard is because of the firms themselves. Out of a desire to drive business and promote a breadth of services, most PR firms list crisis communications among their core competencies. The problem is, the number of firms who actually focus on that type of work are few and far between, and it can be very confusing for anyone seeking the best possible crisis PR support in a time of need. To the untrained eye, it looks like something that everyone does, when that is simply not the case.

			The Making of a Crisis Counselor

			The difference between the crisis PR practitioner and someone who does marketing, communications, or media relations boils down to experience, skills, and most importantly, nuance. A top crisis PR person will understand the nuances involved with each business across a wide range of industries.

			Your client’s success can often hinge upon those subtle distinctions in the way you frame arguments, describe situations, and talk about companies. Mastering nuance reveals you as a true subject-matter expert and can be the key to helping reporters or the public understand the truth and why their previous impression of a situation, person, or company is not accurate.

			Not everyone has the temperament to be an effective crisis counselor. Another given of the occupation is that you will be exposed to some nasty predicaments. You simply cannot allow yourself to be intimidated by the circumstances or the people with whom you will be dealing, including reporters themselves.

			An often-invoked cliché we have all heard is that someone professes to be “a lover, not a fighter.” But when it comes to crisis PR, success often depends upon the crisis manager’s willingness to go to war for clients to protect their reputation. 

			Battling negative perceptions is not for the faint of heart or someone who views the world in black and white terms, as opposed to shades of gray. In other words, when the future of your organization or your reputation hangs in the balance you better find yourself a lover and a fighter: a crisis manager who believes in you, loves uncovering and promoting the truth, and is prepared to fight.
 

			Truth in Fiction

			To take a deeper dive into the traits that make a great PR crisis counselor, it might be a good idea to look at how Hollywood has defined the role. 

			Specifically, let’s talk about Winston Wolfe, the “fixer” portrayed by actor Harvey Keitel in Quentin Tarantino’s masterful film Pulp Fiction. And even though most of what happens in that movie thankfully never occurs in real life, it was dead-on in terms of what makes a good crisis counselor.

			To briefly summarize, the movie’s two hit men need to clean up an accident involving a dead body in a blood-splattered car, and a crisis manager known as “The Wolf” is called in to assist. And just why is he so effective? I think for a few reasons. 

			One, because he is reachable. When he’s contacted by the gangsters’ boss, he is in the midst of a family event. It’s clearly an inconvenient time to take a call—after all, he’s wearing a tuxedo—but he nevertheless makes himself available.

			And that’s what often happens when you work in crisis PR. Typically, crises break at the absolute worst times.  But you have to be willing to drop everything and just get there. And that is what Mr. Wolfe did. 

			Another thing the film got right was when Mr. Wolfe stated, “I think fast, I talk fast, and I need you guys to act fast if you want to get out of this.” If you cannot think quickly and synthesize a lot of information, distill a problem to its essence, clearly communicate next steps, and take action, then you should not be in crisis PR, where speed is vital. 

			And here is another strength of “The Wolf.” He has the ability to interact effectively with people at the top of society, as well as with thugs. That duality, I believe, is a quality that also serves crisis managers well. They need to be just as comfortable talking with a CEO as with a blue-collar guy working on the production line. When a crisis presents itself, the crisis PR expert needs to be able to speak to people on their terms.

			Lastly, you have to be willing to walk away. Mr. Wolfe knows he can fix their problem, but when he encounters resistance, he reminds them that, while he is there to help, if his help is not appreciated, then they can go it alone. And that is sometimes what you have to do as a crisis counselor. If a client won’t listen to reason or persists in making poor choices that you believe will cause harm, then you must have the courage to voice your concerns and even give up the account by stepping aside. 

			So yes, the parallels between Winston Wolfe and a real-life crisis manager are there. But just for the record, I don’t know of any crisis managers who have ever had to dispose of a dead body in a junkyard.

			Litigation PR—Another Strong Suit

			Now let us take a look at the world of general PR versus crisis PR and see if we can break it down even further. Typically, the ultimate measure of success in general PR is how many times you can get your client into the media. Conversely, a crisis PR specialist is often judged by how many times you keep your client out of the media.

			There is also another branch of public relations to be aware of: litigation PR. Not all crisis PR is litigation PR, but litigation PR does fall under the greater umbrella of crisis PR.

			Litigation PR refers specifically to situations where communications counsel is brought in to work on a matter that involves legal issues. It could be defending a lawsuit; in some cases, it involves initiating one. You should always bear in mind that the legal process is one that plays out in a very structured manner and usually over a long timeline. 

			All you need to do is look at the dockets in different jurisdictions to understand that the legal process, as it currently stands, is broken with little hope of quick repair. Once a suit is filed, it takes a very long time for a case to reach resolution. It is almost always years. Certainly months.

			The rub is you have a very slow-moving, almost glacial legal process. And in the meantime, the media is a living, breathing organism moving extremely fast. So, acknowledging the difference between the two, if you have a media or PR strategy that works in tandem with your legal strategy, you can accomplish things outside the courtroom. And in the end, oftentimes it matters less what happens in court than what happens in the court of public opinion.

			Litigation PR can be a vital way for a plaintiff to put pressure on a bad actor and to expose them publicly. It’s also an option for putting them on notice that they should really settle their case before things get worse for them. 

			And in other instances, some people use PR as a cudgel. They attack people who have not actually done what they assert in their complaints and smear organizations that don’t deserve it. We see it happen all the time. It’s executed by unscrupulous PR outfits who understand how to play the game of media manipulation in order to make one party look bad.

			Who’s Got Your Back?

			Bottom line, a top-notch crisis PR firm should be judged not just by the good press stories it secures for its clients, but by its ability to refute and defuse explosive negative stories, sometimes killing them entirely.

			When involved in serious and high-stakes matters, it helps immensely if people in the media recognize your crisis PR firm as one that is professional, accurate, and possesses a reputation for integrity and honesty. Given that they are your representative, you should seek out someone who will reflect positively on you or your organization. 

			If you are a CEO or someone in a C-suite position at your company and do not already have a PR crisis counselor, then you should get one. Seriously. And before the inevitable crisis happens, you should take the time to go through a vetting process so you can be confident in your choice. 

			During tumultuous times, having confidence in your crisis PR firm is everything, because you have to experience a sense of comfort and feel like whatever happens, there is someone who truly has your back. 

			Sometimes just knowing you have someone standing beside you when you are at your most vulnerable makes all the difference, especially when that commitment is backed up by experience and competence. 

			So how do you know when you have a crisis? In the next chapter, we will talk about what a crisis looks like. It often doesn’t start out as a hair-on-fire event. In fact, if you can spot the signs early enough, you can help prevent that smoldering ember from turning into a five-alarm blaze.

			
Chapter 2

			
The Many Shades of Crisis

			A shooting range visitor turns the gun on himself.

			A company suffers a massive data breach and has to inform its customers.

			A housing facility for elderly patients has a mold outbreak—which is particularly deadly for those with compromised immune systems.

			A CEO, arrested years earlier for a personal offense, is the target of a damning article that puts his mugshot on the front page of a top newspaper.

			Botched surgeries at a medical clinic leave patients physically disabled for life.

			A man and his wife are found dead in an apparent murder-suicide inside a luxury apartment complex.

			Fake Google reviews by competitors aim to destroy the reputation of a family-owned business.

			There is no getting around it; bad news travels fast.  Call it human nature, but negative stories are shared far more frequently than good news. The German term schadenfreude may have something to do with it. That SAT-worthy word describes a sense of feeling better about yourself when hearing of someone else’s misfortune.

			There is also that age-old newspaper adage that still holds true in today’s media-saturated society: if it bleeds, it leads.

			Some of the examples listed at the start of this chapter are literally matters of life and death. Others are not, but they could still prove disastrous to the reputation and livelihood of an individual or business. The point is that there are many different types of crises, coming in various shapes and sizes and levels of intensity.

			While similarities abound, each person and organization must contend with a set of circumstances that is unique to them. But there is an important common thread linking many crises: people or organizations are often not attuned to the warning signs of danger ahead. Either they are not looking for them, or the signs simply get misinterpreted. 

			The most extreme example of this sort occurred at Pearl Harbor in December 1941. A serviceman operating a recently installed radar unit spotted a large incoming blip on the screen he was monitoring. He reported his finding to the officer in charge and was told “not to worry about it,” as it was probably a squadron of American bombers returning to the base. History proved otherwise.

			The takeaway of this rueful lesson is this: it is often difficult to recognize when an actual crisis, requiring skilled intervention and decisive action, is at play. 

			Here, we will discuss how a potential crisis can present itself, talk about how such an event can appear to different organizations, and also paint a picture of how hard times are not necessarily hopeless—even sabotage can be salvageable.

			Crises Come in All Shapes and Sizes

			When it comes to recognizing a crisis, keep in mind that people are seldom the best judges of determining whether or not they are actually in one. This is especially true when a dangerous situation is in its early stages. Skillful crisis management is all about how you perceive the circumstances as they unfold. What one company may believe is a crisis event may be ignored by another that does not see the circumstances in those terms at all.

			Even well-informed business leaders often fail to understand that they have a crisis on their hands. Whether this is a result of outright denial, a C-suite leader trying to maintain an optimistic outlook and posture in the face of a challenge, or plain ignorance is no matter, since the outcome can be the same. 

			The misguided or misinformed may harbor the false belief that existential disasters, sensational headline-grabbing developments, or major meltdowns are the only incidents that require damage control, crisis PR, crisis communications, and crisis management.

			They are wrong. Yes, situations involving deaths or injuries certainly qualify as crises. But beyond these extreme examples, companies will often choose to endure what qualifies as a “crisis” even if they do not believe it rises to that level. And that can be a costly mistake.

			Every organization that says to itself, “Oh, wow, crisis PR—we would never need that kind of help” or believes “nothing that serious is likely to happen to us,” is taking a very shortsighted view. What this hyperconnected digital age shows us all is that even small incidents that appear insignificant can rapidly spiral out of control. Situations do not need to literally be matters of life or death in order to make an impact and carry the threat of mass destruction.

			Like Volcanoes, Crises Can Erupt Quickly

			For pretty much every organization, the potential for crisis is akin to a volcano. There may be a lot of activity taking place beneath the surface—out of sight—that can rapidly rise and morph into full-scale eruption.

			For instance, an employee getting arrested over the weekend—even when it has absolutely nothing to do with the workplace—may produce a full-blown media maelstrom for you and your company. Or think about someone who blogs about a negative experience they had with one of your customer service representatives. Posted on social media, a negative screed can take on a life of its own. Next thing you know, your entire brand is being impugned, and you pay the price as sales plummet.

			Reviews Matter and Can Directly Impact Your Bottom Line

			As a case in point, there was a memorable situation where a small, family-owned business had flawless Google and Yelp reviews. Not only did those great reviews promote the business, but they were a major point of pride for the owner.

			Until he got one bad review from a customer. And while that single negative review certainly did not constitute a crisis, he saw it as one. The fact that this person was hurting his perfect five-star rating on Google drove him crazy. So he ended up calling and threatening the reviewer. Not a good move, and it did not end well. In fact, his failure to act with a cool head and a proportional response ended up multiplying his woes exponentially.

			The reviewer then posted the threat he received online and took it to the local news. And before you know it, people came out of the woodwork. They were so offended by the owner’s heavy-handed tactics that they started bombing his company with one-star reviews.

			Instead of one unfavorable review, which the man incorrectly saw as a crisis, he quickly amassed dozens of negative reviews from people whom he did not even know. And as a result, he actually wound up in crisis and will be dealing with the fallout for some time. Those reviews continue to impact the public perception of him and his company, and they will do so for as long as he stays in business, because some of the reviews and all of the news stories are never going away. 

			His impulsive and wrongheaded behavior made it hard to credibly defend himself later as a good guy who made a mistake. Instead, the overreaction itself served only to reinforce the perception of the online mob that descended on him: that he was a jackass worthy of scorn.

			That one example shows that situations can arise quickly and may not immediately be recognized as a crisis. No, this was not the Exxon Valdez disaster, but it shows how missteps, even on a much smaller scale, can have catastrophic outcomes on a business. 

			The lesson here is that some people may think that crisis PR is an extravagance, something out of their league that they cannot afford. But nothing could be further from the truth. Crisis PR does not just apply to Hollywood celebrities or multibillion-dollar corporations. It matters for organizations of every shape and size.

			In fact, effective crisis management more than pays for itself, because it helps preserve the most precious commodity a company ever possesses—its reputation.

			It May Not Be Your Fault

			Sometimes, a crisis can erupt even if you have the best of intentions, do all the right things, and no one on your staff is directly responsible. That may be the truth, but that does not mean it will matter one iota. After all, the public typically does not pause to carefully consider the details. People know what they hear and then swiftly draw their own conclusions. That is precisely why skilled crisis management is crucial in the early stages of a developing story. I’ll show you what I mean.

			One day we received a call from a business located near our Florida office. They were a dance academy that used a transportation service for children enrolled in their classes. A van driver would pick up the children at school and then drive them directly to their afterschool dance activities. Of course, the children’s parents had given their permission to allow the kids to be shuttled from school directly to the dance studio.

			This all went off without a hitch, until the day when one of the children was left in the van. The child had fallen asleep in the back seat, and the driver did not notice her. It gets really hot in south Florida, but thankfully the worst did not come to pass. 

			Instead, the kid woke up sweaty, looked around, and thought, “Oh, I’m in the van. Where is everybody? I guess they are all inside.” She unfastened her seat belt, stepped out into the sunshine, and walked into the building to join her friends for class. When she came through the door, the dance instructors immediately did the right thing. Concerned that the child might be dehydrated, they sat her down in the air conditioning, put a cool rag on her neck, and gave her lots of water to drink. 

			They then called the mother and explained what happened. And the mother totally freaked out. She contacted the local news, and the next thing they knew, a sensational story of child neglect and endangerment was about to be splashed all over the airwaves.

			It was an accident with no harm done. The child was perfectly fine. Did not matter. The frantic mother pressed charges, and the police arrested the driver. The owners of this small company were themselves traumatized because, all of a sudden, they had local TV crews descending on their studio.

			There were reporters in the parking lot ready to take video of children walking in and out of the building. Facebook and other social media lit up with breathless details of a crime scene investigation. Just like that, the developing story created a potentially devastating consequence for this small local business.

			In the heat of the moment (pun intended), the dance academy owner was in danger of losing control of the narrative. She needed to communicate openly and transparently with the other parents about what had happened—and about what didn’t happen. There were procedures in place to make sure the kids were counted when they got on and off the van. It was just that the driver failed to do it. He didn’t abide by the rules.

			I use this as an example to illustrate that every company will inevitably face a situation where they need help.  In this particular case, the dance academy owner and the staff had no idea how to handle the reporters. They didn’t know what to say when addressing the media, and on top of that, they felt an escalating fear that they might go out of business because of a single mistake by one contract employee. 

			The child was not harmed, but the incident could have irreparably damaged their brand or even put them out of business if they had not acted swiftly by calling in our team to contain it.

			The owner and her employees could have become unemployed. And of course, the dozens of kids who looked forward to their dance classes might not have been able to go anymore because the place could have been shut down.

			Those were the circumstances when I fielded the panicked incoming phone call. I will take you through a detailed recounting of what happened. The point is not to position myself as some sort of hero or to use this book as a self-promoting marketing piece. Instead, the idea is to give you an unflinching look at the entire blow-by-blow of managing a crisis so that you can draw upon these same techniques should you ever find yourself in a situation with similar challenges. 
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