)

Check for
updates

The Role of Media in Crisis Communication and Crisis
Management

Xiangyue Zhang'"
"University of Nottingham, Nottingham, United Kingdom

1*2482516799@qq. com

Abstract. This paper examines the pivotal role that media plays in the realm of
crisis communication and crisis management. In today's interconnected world,
where information is disseminated rapidly, the media serves as both a potent tool
and a formidable challenge in managing crises effectively. This study delves into
how organizations navigate the complex landscape of crisis communication, lev-
eraging media channels to their advantage while minimizing reputational dam-
age. The paper highlights the significance of proactive crisis public relations (PR)
and the development of comprehensive crisis response strategies. Drawing from
relevant case studies, it sheds light on best practices, pitfalls to avoid, and lessons
for successful crisis management in the age of the media.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the media landscape has experienced a profound metamorphosis, pri-
marily attributed to the emergence of digital platforms and the widespread influence of
social media. This evolution has bestowed upon organizations a double-edged sword
when dealing with crises. On one edge, the media now serves as a rapid and far-reach-
ing channel for the dissemination of information. On the other edge, it magnifies the
repercussions of mishandling crises, potentially exacerbating reputational damage and
public distrust.

In light of these transformative dynamics, this paper embarks on an exploration of
the intricate and multifaceted relationship between media, crisis communication, and
crisis management. Within this context, it is crucial to understand not only the influence
wielded by various forms of media but also the evolving expectations of the public and
stakeholders[1]. The interplay between these factors creates a challenging terrain that
organizations must navigate adeptly.

This study delves into how organizations can effectively harness the power of the
media to their advantage, while concurrently minimizing the detrimental impacts of
crises. It underscores the vital role of proactive crisis public relations (PR) and the de-
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velopment of comprehensive crisis response strategies. Through the examination of rel-
evant case studies, this paper aims to shed light on best practices and lessons to be
learned in the realm of crisis management within our contemporary media-driven soci-
ety.

2 The Role of Media in Crisis Communication

In the realm of crisis communication, media functions as the essential bridge connect-
ing crisis information to the public. It acts as the primary channel through which details
of a crisis are disseminated, making it a central player in the crisis communication pro-
cess. This centrality arises from the media's unique ability to not only convey factual
information but also significantly influence public perception and the reactions of var-
ious stakeholders. The way organizations respond to crises, therefore, is profoundly
influenced by the media's role as an intermediary.

One of the critical aspects of managing a crisis effectively is recognizing the sub-
stantial impact that media can have on the course and outcome of the crisis. When har-
nessed adeptly, media can enhance an organization's crisis response efforts, helping to
regain public trust and minimize reputational damage. Conversely, when mishandled,
media can exacerbate a crisis, leading to prolonged damage to an organization's image
and bottom line.

To illustrate the influence of media in crisis communication, we can turn to notable
case studies such as the BP oil spill and the Tylenol cyanide poisoning incident. These
examples serve as powerful reminders of the media's dual role. In the case of BP, the
media played a critical role in highlighting the environmental catastrophe and the com-
pany's shortcomings in handling the crisis. This case emphasizes the significance of
transparency and open communication with the media to maintain credibility during a
crisis. Conversely[2], the Tylenol cyanide poisoning incident demonstrates how swift
and transparent communication with the media can help regain public trust and preserve
a brand's reputation, even in the face of a grave crisis.

It is evident from these cases that media management is a pivotal component of crisis
communication. Organizations must be equipped to interact with the media effectively,
providing accurate information, addressing concerns, and conveying a sense of control.
Additionally, understanding how media can both assist and impede crisis response ef-
forts is essential for organizations seeking to navigate the complex landscape of crisis
communication successfully.

3 Crisis Public Relations (PR)

Proactive crisis public relations (PR) encompasses a multifaceted approach to safe-
guarding an organization's reputation and fostering a positive public image. It is not
limited to merely preparing for potential crises; rather, it involves an ongoing effort to
maintain and strengthen the organization's standing in the eyes of the public, stakehold-
ers, and the media.
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In the realm of proactive crisis PR, the organization lays the groundwork for trust
and credibility long before any crisis emerges. This entails consistently delivering on
promises, ensuring ethical conduct in all aspects of business operations, and aligning
PR efforts with the core values and mission of the organization. By ingraining these
principles into the organizational culture, a strong foundation is established for building
and maintaining a favorable public image[3].

However, the real test of proactive crisis PR occurs when an actual crisis unfolds.
Effective crisis PR strategies are not limited to reactive measures but are proactive in
their essence. When a crisis strikes, timely and transparent communication becomes
paramount. Addressing the crisis promptly, acknowledging the issues at hand, and
providing the public and the media with accurate information demonstrate the organi-
zation's commitment to openness and accountability. This level of transparency is cru-
cial for regaining public trust, as it reassures stakeholders that the organization takes
the situation seriously and is actively working to resolve it.

Furthermore, a key aspect of proactive crisis PR is adhering to ethical communica-
tion practices throughout the crisis management process. This involves maintaining
consistency in messaging, ensuring that information is accurate and verifiable, and re-
fraining from any attempts to deceive or manipulate public perception. Ethical commu-
nication not only upholds the organization's integrity[4] but also helps prevent reputa-
tional damage that might arise from dishonest or manipulative tactics.

4 Developing Comprehensive Crisis Response Strategies

Comprehensive crisis response strategies are paramount for organizations facing the
complexities of managing crises in the modern media landscape. This section will delve
into the key components of such strategies, shedding light on their importance and of-
fering a more detailed perspective.

Crisis Planning: Organizations must proactively plan for potential crises to ensure
they are well-prepared when these events occur. Crisis planning involves identifying
and assessing various crisis scenarios that could affect the organization. These scenar-
ios should encompass a wide range of possibilities, from natural disasters and product
recalls to reputational issues and cybersecurity breaches. By considering a diverse set
of scenarios, organizations can tailor their responses effectively when a crisis unfolds.

Crisis Teams: Within the context of crisis response, a well-structured crisis team is
instrumental. These teams are responsible for executing the crisis response plan and
should be composed of individuals with designated roles and responsibilities. Crisis
teams typically include key decision-makers, spokespersons, legal counsel, communi-
cation experts, and subject matter specialists. During a crisis, a clear chain of command
and well-defined roles within the team can streamline decision-making processes and
ensure that actions are taken swiftly and effectively[5].

Crisis Simulations: To test the viability of their crisis response strategies, organiza-
tions often engage in crisis simulations or drills. These exercises involve the simulated
occurrence of a crisis scenario to assess how well the organization's crisis team re-
sponds. Crisis simulations are invaluable in identifying weaknesses in the response
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plan, determining whether team members are adequately trained, and refining crisis
response procedures. By conducting these simulations regularly, organizations can
fine-tune their crisis response strategies and enhance their preparedness.

Media Monitoring and Social Media Management: In today's digital age, media
monitoring and social media management are integral aspects of crisis response. Or-
ganizations must continuously monitor traditional media channels, such as news outlets
and print media, to stay updated on the evolving crisis situation. Moreover, they should
closely watch social media platforms for emerging discussions, rumors, and public sen-
timent. Engaging with the public via social media, when appropriate, can help manage
reputational damage. Clear, consistent, and timely communication through these chan-
nels is crucial to shaping the narrative surrounding the crisis.

Detailed Analysis of Strategy Application: It is essential to conduct a post-crisis
analysis of how these strategies were applied during actual crisis events. This analysis
should include an evaluation of what worked well and what didn't, the effectiveness of
crisis team actions[6], and the media's role in disseminating crisis information. By ex-
amining past crises in this manner, organizations can continually refine and improve
their crisis response strategies.

5 Case Studies

5.1 Toyota Recall Crisis

The Toyota recall crisis that unfolded from 2009 to 2010 is an insightful case study that
provides in-depth insights into the dynamics of crisis management concerning media
relations. During this period, Toyota was confronted with an alarming situation as it
became apparent that millions of their vehicles were experiencing issues related to un-
intended acceleration. This crisis posed a significant threat to both public safety and the
company's reputation. However, it was the way Toyota initially handled the media that
had profound consequences.

In the early stages of the crisis, Toyota faced severe challenges due to inadequate
media management. Reports of accidents and injuries associated with the unintended
acceleration issues triggered a wave of negative media coverage, creating a sense of
panic among the public. As the crisis escalated, it became evident that swift and effec-
tive communication was essential in managing the situation.

What sets this case apart is how Toyota evolved in its approach to media manage-
ment during the crisis. The company recognized the importance of transparency and
open communication with the media. They began providing detailed information about
the issues, the steps they were taking to address them, and the safety measures being
implemented. Toyota also initiated a massive vehicle recall rectifying the problems
promptly[7].

Through these strategic changes in media engagement and a firm commitment to
taking corrective actions, Toyota managed to navigate the crisis effectively. Over time,
public trust was gradually restored as the company exhibited a genuine commitment to
public safety and the well-being of its customers. The case of the Toyota recall crisis
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serves as an illustrative example of how the initial mishandling of media relations dur-
ing a crisis can lead to adverse consequences, but it also emphasizes how a well-exe-
cuted crisis response strategy, focusing on transparency and open communication, can
ultimately lead to recovery and reputation restoration.

5.2 United Airlines Passenger Removal Incident:

The United Airlines passenger removal incident that unfolded in 2017 serves as a strik-
ing example of the profound influence and uncontrollable nature of modern media dur-
ing a crisis. The incident began when a passenger was forcibly removed from an over-
booked flight, resulting in a viral video that spread like wildfire across social media
platforms. Within hours, the video had garnered widespread media attention, turning
the incident into a full-fledged media firestorm.

United Airlines initially grappled with an ineffective response to the incident, which
was exacerbated by a lack of immediate communication and empathetic handling of the
situation. Public sentiment rapidly turned against the airline, leading to public outrage,
calls for boycotts, and damage to the company's reputation.

However, the subsequent response and communication efforts initiated by United
Airlines became instrumental in their crisis management and recovery. The company
engaged in a strategic and coordinated approach to media management. They issued
public statements, conducted interviews with key personnel, and provided compensa-
tion to affected passengers[8]. These actions conveyed a sense of responsibility and a
commitment to addressing the situation.

Over time, United Airlines managed to regain a degree of public trust, demonstrating
that, in the face of a media crisis, strategic media management can be a potent tool for
recovery. This case study underscores the power of modern media to rapidly shape
public perception during a crisis and the crucial role of effective communication in
mitigating reputational damage. It also serves as a reminder that, even in the age of
instant information dissemination, organizations have opportunities to rebuild trust
through timely and strategic media responses.

6 Best Practices and Lessons Learned:

The role of media in crisis communication and management cannot be overstated. The
case studies discussed here collectively emphasize several best practices that organiza-
tions should consider when facing crises that garner significant media attention.
Transparency and Open Communication: One of the consistent themes in the case
studies is the importance of transparency and open communication. It is critical for
organizations to provide timely and accurate information to the media and the public.
This not only helps in managing the narrative but also builds trust. Organizations should
be forthcoming about the extent of the crisis and the steps taken to address it.
Proactive Media Engagement: Rather than being reactive, organizations should be
proactive in their media engagement. It's vital to inform the media about the situation
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before they discover it independently. Engaging with the media early allows organiza-
tions to present their side of the story and maintain some level of control over the nar-
rative.

Ethical Conduct: Ethical conduct is paramount. Organizations must uphold their
ethical standards, even in the face of a crisis. Ethical behavior not only helps in damage
control but also ensures that the organization retains its integrity in the long run.

Crisis Planning and Preparedness: These case studies underline the importance of
having a well-defined crisis management plan in place. Being prepared for potential
crises can make a significant difference in how they are handled. Regularly reviewing
and updating crisis plans is essential.

In essence, these best practices and key takeaways emphasize that organizations
should view crises as opportunities to demonstrate their commitment to ethical conduct
and their capacity for transparent and effective communication. By following these
principles, organizations can navigate the challenging waters of crisis communication
while maintaining or even enhancing their reputation in the long run.

7 Conclusion

In today's world, the media plays an undeniable role in both crisis communication and
crisis management. Organizations that not only recognize this role but also invest in
proactive crisis public relations and develop comprehensive crisis response strategies
are undoubtedly better prepared to navigate and successfully overcome crises. This pa-
per serves as an invaluable guide for organizations aiming to harness the full potential
of the media while efficiently managing crises. By understanding the significance of
media in shaping public perceptions and leveraging its reach, organizations can take
control of the narrative, maintain their reputation, and emerge from crises with resili-
ence and credibility.
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