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An important early move in any crisis plan is to count and study potential enemies and friends and keep this a closely guarded list, advises Rene Henry in "Communicating in a Crisis: A Guide for Management."

“Opposition research is essential,” says Henry, who has worked for corporations, educational institutions and agencies in a career of more than 40 years.

	


He advises obtaining biographical information on adversaries, determining who will be their leaders and spokespeople, and what media might support them.

“Review their speeches, books, papers and articles,” he advises, looking for their “philosophy” and whether they have been making “contradictory statements.”

Possible allies of opponents should also be checked out carefully, he says, and biographies and other information collected.

Your client or employer must also explore whether “celebrities” can be expected to enter the fray against you, he says.

People on your side involved in plans and delicate negotiations must be trustworthy and not considered a risk of “leaking to the media,” he notes.

Sample Opinion Beforehand
Focus groups and opinion polls conducted before any crisis develops can help a company determine whether and how much public support it can expect, says Henry.
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A “must read,” according to the author, is “Rules for Radicals” by Saul Alinsky.

Written in 1972 as a primer for students and dissenters, it advocates “disorganization of the old and organization of the new,” and the stirring up of “dissatisfaction and discontent.”

Henry notes Alinsky’s belief that communication “is the single most important quality for an organizer.”

Wrote Previous Book on Crises
Henry, who was director of the office of external affairs of the Environmental Protection Agency from 1996-2001 and executive director of university relations, Texas A&M University from 1991-96, authored in 2000 You’d Better Have a Hose If You Want to Put Out the Fire, which became a best-seller on crisis management.

He authored in 2000 "Marketing Public Relations—the Hows That Make It Work," and in 2001 wrote "Offsides! Fred Wyant’s Provocative Look Inside the National Football League."

Henry draws on his experience in government, education, sports and PR firms (Edelman, Flourney & Gibbs and his own firm) in writing about scores of crises in those areas.
He has advice on dealing with lawyers, educational administrators, corporate executives and government figures.

Lawyers, he notes, “make little money preventing crises and a lot resolving them.” He feels they have “little understanding of the media” and have a tendency to “move slowly and cautiously.”

He quotes Pete Oppel, managing director of Fairchild/Oppel, Dallas, as saying that “Lawyers are so afraid of possible litigation that they go out of their way to be dull and then wonder why the other side gets all of the media attention in a crisis.”

Five 'Generic' Crises
Henry describes five “generic” crises—terrorism; acts of nature including earthquakes, hurricanes and floods; sexual harassment and discrimination; violence in the workplace, and environmental pollution.

A chapter on customer service stresses its importance in helping to prevent crises.
Henry believes that poor customer service is at the root of many crises.

“Time and again crises have been created, as well as exacerbated, by poor or non-existent customer service,” he writes.

Not responding to a phone call, letter, e-mail or fax can create a crisis, he feels, citing a number of companies whose policy is never to duck calls.

CEOs who have constructed “walls” around themselves get their knuckles rapped by Henry.

Cited as having such policies are American Airlines and Amazon.com.
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“Gate guardians” who protect the boss from callers “and want to know everything about the caller, have been responsible for crises,” he writes, providing several examples.

In a chapter on “You Can Fight Back,” Henry details on how organizations have fought the Wall Street Journal, ABC-TV, National Enquirer and other media and won.

He also describes a battle he took part in that went on for several years with the Columbia Journalism Review.

The CJR in 1998 referred to Jeffrey Prosser, owner of the Virgin Islands Telephone Co., as making “much of his money from a phone-sex business.”

Prosser argued that he was not responsible for use of equipment that was available to the public.

His legal and PR advisors at the time told him not to seek a correction but this resulted in other media picking up the incorrect information, says Henry, who was retained by Prosser in 2003.

Earlier this year, CJR editor Michael Hoyt published Henry’s rebuttal to the article.
Communicating in a Crisis, 326 pages, is $49.95 in hardcover and $34.95 in paperback via Amazon.

— Jack O'Dwyer
