Session No. 24

Course Title: Business and Industry Crisis Management, Disaster Recovery, and Organizational Continuity

Session 24: Confrontation Crises

Time: 1 hr


Objectives:

24.1 Explain the dynamics of a “confrontation crisis,” and discuss the pattern of dynamics as applied to the case studies presented in chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text.

24.2 Explain the steps necessary for effectively managing a confrontation crisis.
Scope:

This session starts with a discussion of the general characteristics of a confrontation crisis and a brief description of the legacy of three social activists of the 20th century: Rachel Carson, Ralph Nader, and Saul Alinsky. Although not explicitly included in the objectives of this session, an understanding of the efforts and impact of these historically important people is considered essential to an understanding of crises of confrontation. In the discussion of Saul Alinsky, eight of his “Rules for Radicals” are presented. These rules, along with the five steps in the development of a confrontation crisis from Lerbinger’s text, are then applied to the case studies contained in chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text. The last step – involvement of the media – is discussed in the context of the Brent Spar case described in session 9 and chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text. The six-step process for managing confrontation crises from Lerbinger’s text is then presented. Barton’s eleven actions (pages 107 and 108) for dealing with a “not in my back yard” (NIMBY) crisis are discussed as part of the planning step. Included in the step that calls for using legal and police action sparingly is a short discussion of the strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPP) suit tactic and how it is being countered.

Readings:

Student Reading:

Barton, Laurence. 1993. Crisis in Organizations: Managing and Communicating in the Heat of Chaos. Cincinnati, OH: SouthWestern Publishing Co. Pages 103–112.

Lerbinger, Otto. 1997. The Crisis Manager – Facing Risk and Responsibility. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. Chapter 6, page 112–143.

Instructor Reading:

Barton, Laurence. 1993. Crisis in Organizations: Managing and Communicating in the Heat of Chaos. Cincinnati, OH: South-Western Publishing Co. Pages 103–112.

Lerbinger, Otto. 1997. The Crisis Manager – Facing Risk and Responsibility. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. Chapter 6, page 112–143.

Lowe, Alexandra Dylan. 1996. “The Price of Speaking Out.” American Bar Association Journal [on-line]. Vol. 82, Sept. 1996. Start page 48. Chicago, IL. Electronic version 7 pages.

Lukaszewski, James e. Corporate Strategies/Management Issues memo for July/August/ September 1993 re: understanding Grassroots tactics: Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals [on-line]. White Plains, NY: The Lukaszewski Group inc. [Cited May 3, 1999.] 1 page.

Rachel Carson: A Scientist Alerts the Public to the Hazards of Pesticides [on-line]. Online Ethics Center for Engineering and Science. Cleveland, OH: Case Western Reserve University. [Cited May 3, 1999.] 8 pages. Available at http://onlineethics.org/text/moral/carson/main.html.

Ralph Nader: Consumer Crusader [on-line]. Hall of Public Service Web site. American Academy of Achievement. [Cited May 3, 1999.] 2 pages. Available at http://achievement.org/autodoc/page/nad0bio-1.

General Requirements:

Complete the modified experiential learning cycle for objectives 24.1 and 24.2 at the conclusion of this session.

Objective 24.1  Explain the dynamics of a “confrontation crisis,” and discuss the pattern of dynamics as applied to the case studies presented in chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text.

Requirements:

Present the material by means of lecture and discussion as necessary.

An overhead/student handout of Alinsky’s “Rules for Radicals” is provided for use if desired.

Conduct a class discussion of the “Rules for Radicals” and the five steps for the development of a confrontation crisis in the context of the case studies contained in chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text.

Conduct a class discussion of the involvement of the media in the context of the Brent Spar case from session 9 and chapter 6 of Lerbinger’s text.

Complete the modified experiential learning cycle for this objective at the conclusion of the session.

Remarks:

I. General considerations.

A. Characteristics of confrontation.

1. Use of provocation by individuals and/or groups to win acceptance of their demands and expectations reflecting their special interests or what they envision as greater social causes.

2. Confrontation crises proliferated in the 1960s and 1970s and were generally characterized with a focus on environmental, civil rights, and consumer protection issues.

3. Although the trend was somewhat curtailed in the 1980s, there has been a revival of confrontation crises in the 1990s (lerbinger p. 12).

B. Lerbinger and Barton mention several individuals who were instrumental in the growth of activism and the resulting proliferation of confrontations between individuals and social action groups and the government and corporate America. Three are mentioned to provide a historical perspective for the students.

II.
A historical perspective.

A. Environmental awareness and activism as supported by the Silent Spring of Rachel Carson.
1. Rachel Carson (1907–1964) was a central figure in the environmental movement starting in the 1960s. Her memory is honored at the Rachel Carson Institute, Chatham University, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Center in Maine.

2. Rachel Carson worked for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for seventeen years and learned about the problems of pesticides. She was particularly concerned with the use of DDT, for which there were several existing studies showing the major problems caused to the environment that were all but ignored by government and industry leaders.

3. Undaunted by the chemical companies’ hostility and by the public’s high enthusiasm for pesticides, she completed writing and published Silent Spring in 1962, causing a major shift in public consciousness about the environment (Rachel Carson Web page).

a. Even before the publishing of segments of the book in the New Yorker (June 1962) and its full publishing (September 1962), Silent Spring caused an uproar within the chemical industry and the federal government. 

b. Chemical companies took the offensive by launching a public relations campaign extolling the benefits of pesticides. 

(1) Major chemical industry associations provided reports to the press that promoted pesticides as the only real defense against starvation and disease.

(2) Doctors were provided information kits to relieve patients’ fear of chemical poisoning.

(3) Chemical companies threatened to remove all advertising from periodicals that gave Silent Spring favorable reviews.

c. Velsicol Chemical Corporation of Chicago wrote to Ms. Carson’s publisher strongly suggesting that they not publish Silent Spring due to “inaccurate and disparaging statements” about two pesticides.

d. “A government official attacked Ms. Carson personally, saying “I thought she was a spinster. What’s she worried about genetics for?” (Hopefully, we’ve come a long way since 1962!!!) (emphasis added; Rachel Carson, section 7.) 

e. Other public officials took Ms. Carson more seriously. 

(1) President Kennedy ordered the Science Advisory Committee to study the effects of pesticides.

(2) Congressman John Lindsay inserted portions of the book that appeared in the New Yorker into the Congressional Record.

4. Despite the efforts of the chemical industry to discredit Ms. Carson and her book, Silent Spring was bought by the Book-of-the Month Club and had significant impact in the United States and throughout the world. Since being published in 1962, Silent Spring was a direct influence on the introduction of over 40 bills regulating pesticide use.

5. Ms. Carson was by no way a “wild-eyed radical.” She realized the potential benefits of pesticides and focused her arguments against their abuse and the need for adequate testing and investigation of alternative pest control methods. Her balanced and reasonable approach has been proven effective over the last 37-plus years. (See the Web site at http://onlineethics.org/text/moral/carson/main.html for links to articles about Rachel Carson and her accomplishments and impact).

B. Ralph Nader, founder of the consumers’ rights movement (based on Ralph Nader: Consumer Crusader).

1. “Ralph Nader (1934–present) is America’s most renowned and effective crusader for the rights of consumers and the general public, a role that has repeatedly brought him into conflict with both business and industry” (Consumer Crusader p. 1).

2. Graduating magna cum laude from the Princeton University Woodrow Wilson School of International Affairs, Mr. Nader pursued his studies at the Harvard University Law School, where he became editor of the Harvard Law Review and graduated with honors.

3. As a young attorney, he spoke out against the abuse of corporate power in many areas, particularly his perception of the indifference of American corporations to the global consequences of their actions.

4. In 1965, Mr. Nader published Unsafe at any Speed, a book that attacked American auto makers for producing unsafe vehicles. The automobile industry resisted Mr. Nader’s allegations, but public outcry prevailed and forced the government and industry to apply new safety standards including shoulder harnesses and air bags. 

5. Mr. Nader “Became a public folk hero when executives of General Motors hired private detectives to harass him and then publicly apologized before a nationally televised Senate committee hearing” (Consumer Crusader p. 1).

6. Mr. Nader organized a team of lawyers and researchers, referred to as “Nader’s Raiders,” that has produced exposés of industrial hazards, pollution, unsafe products, and governmental neglect of consumer safety rules. Their efforts have been instrumental in the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, the Freedom of Information Act, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission.

7. Currently in his mid 60s, Mr. Nader continues to work for consumer safety and political reform through his group, Public Citizen. In 1996 he appeared on the presidential primary ballot in California as the “Green Party” candidate. (see the Web site at http://achievement.org/autodoc/page/nad0bio-1 for additional information on Ralph Nader.)

C. Community anti-government and anti-corporate activism – the strategies and tactics of Saul Alinsky (1909–1972).

1. Lerbinger briefly mentions Saul Alinsky (page 125) and his tactics designed to achieve change. Like Rachel Carson and Ralph Nader, Saul Alinsky’s writings have had a lasting impact on social change in the United States.

2. Saul Alinsky is often called the father of modern American radicalism. His strategies and tactics as contained in the book Rules for Radicals, published in 1971, provide guidance for grassroots groups in channeling their commitment and energy into effective anti-government and anti-corporate activism. (Lukaszewski memo.)

a. In the 1940s Mr. Alinsky organized local leaders from the Chicago stockyard neighborhoods to form the “Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council.” In the 1950s and 1960s he organized additional neighborhood groups in predominantly African American neighborhoods.

b. These groups demanded and negotiated with public and private sector organizations on bread and butter issues such as better schools and more jobs.

c. Mr. Alinsky also was a founder of the Industrial Areas Foundation, a network of community-based church, interfaith, and interracial groups that today includes over 50 separate organizations throughout the United States. 

3. Saul Alinsky’s “Rules for Radicals” specifies a list of types of behavior that, coupled with an emotional commitment to win no matter what the opposition, allow grassroots organizations to seize the offensive. This behavior is targeted at the weaknesses and repeated mistakes of large organizations and include (from lukaszewski memo) (overhead 24-1):

a. Power is not only what you have, but what the enemy thinks you have. 

b. Never go outside the expertise of your people. Feeling secure stiffens the backbone. 

c. Whenever possible, go outside the expertise of the enemy. Look for ways to increase insecurity, anxiety, and uncertainty. 

d. Make the enemy live up to its own book of rules. If the rule is that every letter gets a reply, send 30,000.

e. Ridicule is man’s most potent weapon. There’s no defense. It’s irrational. It’s infuriating. It also works as a key pressure point to force the enemy into concessions. 

f. A good tactic is one your people enjoy. They’ll keep doing it without urging and come back to do more. They’ll even suggest better ones. 

g. Keep the pressure on. Never let up. Keep trying new tactics to keep the opposition off balance. As the enemy masters one approach, hit them with something new. 

h. Pick the target and freeze it, personalize it, polarize it. Isolate the target from sympathy. Go after people, not institutions. People hurt faster than institutions. 

4. The above rules, as reprinted in the newsletter of the Lukasewski Group (a communication consultant organization), “illustrate why opposition groups enjoy opposing you and why corporations fail to win. Simply put, large organizations are never as committed to victory as their opposition is committed to defeating them. There are no surprises here, just unprepared organizations” (emphasis added; lukaszewski memo).

III. Dynamics of confrontation.

A. Lerbinger (page 120) lays out a series of steps common to most confrontational crises:

1. Definition of grievances and remedial demands by an individual or group.

2. Organization of a social action group to press demands.

3. Solicitation of public approval and support for action.

4. Use of crisis-provoking tactics.

5. Involvement of news media.
B. Referring to this common pattern of progression and Saul Alinsky’s “Rules for Radicals” (above), corporations who feel that they are being unjustly targeted for crises of confrontation should be able to prepare and plan for such situations.

1. Discuss the dynamics of confrontation and the “Rules for Radicals” in the context of the Nike vs. PUSH, ACT-UP, Eastman Kodak, and Shell UK cases presented by Lerbinger (pages 114–120).

2. The involvement of news media is of central importance in confrontational crises. Refer to Lerbinger’s description of the Shell UK (Brent Spar) case and the session 9 Brent Spar case study to discuss the role of the media in this crisis situation.

Supplemental Considerations:

The material provided concerning Rachel Carson, Ralph Nader, and Saul Alinsky is minimal. You may wish to assign the students additional research on these historically significant figures. 


Objective 24.2  Explain the steps necessary for effectively managing a confrontation crisis.

Requirements:

Present the material by means of lecture and discussion as necessary.

Complete the modified experiential learning cycle for objectives 24.1 and 24.2 at the conclusion of the session. 

Remarks:

I. Tactical and strategic considerations.

A. From a tactical perspective, an organization faced with a confrontation must act to control and resolve the immediate crisis.

B. Decisions and actions taken to resolve the immediate situation must be considered in terms of strategic goals that focus on organizational survival and profitability. Decisions and actions that can harm the organization in the future should not be made and taken for expediency in the immediate situation.

1.
An example is the decision by Shell UK to use police to forcibly remove demonstrators from Brent Spar in April 1995 and then turn water cannons on demonstrators in a June 1995 attempt to take over Brent Spar. Shell UK may have won the battles by removing the demonstrators, but lost the public relations war.

2. “Strategic lawsuits against public participation” (SLAPP) suits are another example of a short-term resolution to a confrontation crisis that can have very negative long-term effects (more on SLAPP suits later in this session).

II. Confrontation crises management process.
A. Six steps from page 121 of Lerbinger:

1. Planning a response.

2. Evaluating the organization’s vulnerability.
3. Meeting with reasonable and potent activist groups.

4. Using legal approaches sparingly.

5. Preparing to negotiate.
6. Taking the initiative when dealing with the media.
B. Planning a response.

1. Barton, pages 107–108, provides a list of actions which are focused on a “not in my back yard” (NIMBY) crisis, but are applicable to any confrontation crisis that involves community-based support.

2. These actions are related to all of Lerbinger’s 6 steps but are of primary importance in proactively managing public relations before a crisis and planning a response should a crisis arise. The actions, paraphrased from Barton’s presentation are: 

a. Meet with leaders of neighborhood associations before meeting with all residents in a public forum.

b. Keep neighbors informed of the organization’s mission and plans through periodic newsletters. 

c. Meet with the local zoning director and community planning director to ascertain what changes in local building laws may be contemplated.

d. Join the local chamber of commerce or board of trade as well as other local groups. Contribute to meaningful community programs.

e. Hire a clipping service that scans all area newspapers and business magazines to look for early warnings of potential problems.

f. Periodically issue news releases to keep the community updated about the organization.

g. Urge the collective organization and individual members to get involved with the community and maintain positive relations.

h. Make publications concerning the organization available to community members. Emphasize positive contributions to the community in these publications.

i. If deemed appropriate by a thorough analysis, provide support for public officials who understand the organization and the benefits it provides to the community.

j. If major physical changes are contemplated, develop a master plan that can be shared with the community.

k. If the organization has a tax-exempt status, consider the costs and benefits of making contributions to the community.

3. The above considerations are consistent with principle 6 of the “Principles of Crisis Leadership” (session 20): “To emerge from a crisis with its business base and reputation intact, an organization must respond in a manner 100% consistent with its image.”
a. The time to develop and build a positive image is before a crisis.

b. Barton’s ideas can be extended beyond the local community to other individuals and groups who are potential adversaries in a crisis of confrontation.

C. Evaluating the organization’s vulnerability.
1. The risks of crises of confrontation are just as real as those attributed to natural and technological hazards. They should be considered in accomplishing the precrisis event functions of risk assessment, BAIA, risk management, safety and security management, contingency planning, and training and exercises. 

2. Certain factors should be considered in the analysis of an organization’s vulnerability to crises of confrontation. Lerbinger (pages 130–133) lists several such factors, including:

a. Type of organization.

b. Degree of identification of the product to the organization.

c. Classification of products as convenience items.
d. Availability of competing products.
e. Connection of the organization to previous controversies or social issues.
f. Strength of the potential adversaries. 

g. Legal rights of potential adversaries.

3. The above are supplemented by Barton’s “drivers of vulnerability,” covered in session 3:

a. Ownership of the organization.

b. Size of the organization and adequacy of insurance.

c. Ability to read and act on warning signals.
d. Nature of products and services.

e. Public awareness.
f. Location.
D. Meeting with reasonable and potent confrontation groups.

1. The history of the confrontation group, its status and leadership, the nature of its demands, and the social context must all be taken into account in determining if and under what conditions to meet.

2. In many instances, the organization may determine that the confrontation can only damage their strategic position and that negotiations are the best alternative. Lerbinger (page 130) lists five reasons for avoiding a confrontation.
a. Issues are complex and difficult to explain briefly.

b. The confrontation will divert attention from more important matters.

c. The opposition is very strong and/or is promoting an issue that the organization does not want to be perceived as opposing.

d. The opposition needs public exposure to improve its position and power.

e. The organization has overwhelming resources or an unassailable position from which to negotiate. The organization does not want to be perceived as being in a Goliath-David confrontation. 

3. For some issues, the organization may determine that it wants a confrontation because it believes that it is in the right and can and will win, or that engaging in the confrontation has strategic benefits that outweigh the potential costs. Decisions to avoid or meet with the opposition will be made accordingly.

E. Use legal and police action sparingly.

1. Legal and police actions tend to escalate a confrontation and shift public sympathy to the perceived “underdog.” Organizations should not, however, abandon appropriate legal actions and police intervention in the face of illegal and potentially dangerous acts of their opposition.

2. Both Barton (pages 108 and 109) and Lerbinger (page 135) mention “strategic lawsuits against public participation” (SLAPP suits) as a tactic for stifling public dissent in a negative connotation.

a. Law professor George Pring and sociologist Penelope Canan, from the University of Denver authored the 1996 book SLAPPs: Getting Sued for Speaking Out, reflecting their research into over 100 SLAPP suits. Pring and Canan actually coined the term SLAPP based upon the implicit threat to the First Amendment right to speak, protest, and petition the government.

b. Alexandra Dylan Lowe’s 1996 article “The Price of Speaking Out,” published in the American Bar Association Journal, contains a summary of Pring and Canan’s work. (The emphasis in the quotes below has been added.)

(1) According to Canan, “the essence of a SLAPP is the transformation of a debate over public policy – including such local issues as zoning, wetlands preservation, school curriculum or consumer protection – into a private legal dispute” (Lowe pp. 2 and 3).

(2) Increasingly, people who speak out against development, speak out at school board meetings, or circulate petitions to elected officials are finding themselves in court, sued by parties claiming defamation or other injury by public comment (p. 1).

(3) Justice Nicholas Colabella, New York Supreme Court, in a court opinion, cautions that SLAPP suits influence people to remain silent on issues of public importance. “Short of a gun to the head, a greater threat to the First Amendment expression can scarcely be imagined.” (P. 3.)

(4) Although the vast majority of SLAPP suits are eventually dismissed, the process of review siphons “time, money and resources away the underlying public issues and poses a “fundamental threat to our entire concept of participatory government” according to Pring (Lowe p. 3). 

c. The concern for the impact of SLAPP suits is not limited to the research and writing of Pring and Canan. As of September 1996, nine states had adapted anti-SLAPP legislation that requires early court review of the merits of lawsuits characterized as SLAPPs.

d. The targets of SLAPP suits have also countered by filing suits alleging injuries from the original SLAPP suit. These “SLAPPback suits” have met some level of success with several multi-million dollar verdicts or settlements.

e. As summarized in Lowe’s article, regardless of the success in SLAPPback, or dismissed SLAPP suits, the real loser is our Democratic process. “No amount of money can compensate for the loss of idealism and civic involvement that often follows in the wake of a SLAPP suit.” (emphasis added; p. 7.)

F. Be ready to negotiate.
1. True negotiation requires both sides to listen to and try to understand the position of the opposition. With some issues, emotions can take control, blocking effective negotiation by either or both parties.

2. Lerbinger recommends an “ideal negotiating stance” of firmness allied with friendliness.

3. The seven stages of risk communication (session 9), culminating in achieving a partnership in the communication process, are applicable to negotiation. Characteristics of effective risk communication such as respect and trust are also necessary in negotiations.

G. Take initiative in dealing with the media.

1. Lerbinger provides several examples of organizations employing a successful proactive strategy of taking their case to the media.

2. Going public can be a risky strategy, however. As Lerbinger points out, the organization’s communicators must be prepared, sophisticated, and knowledgeable to succeed. They must know their opposition and the nature of the disagreement. When the disagreement centers on emotional issues such as environmental concerns, and/or the opposition is widely known and capable, it may be better to avoid opening the confrontation to the public.

Supplemental Considerations:

The seven stages of risk communication from session 9 are directly applicable to any discussion of effective negotiations. The instructor may wish to review the seven stages in greater depth than the degree of coverage in this session.

The article by Enos is cited but is not required reading for the instructor. 

� Enos, Gary. 1991. “SLAPPing Back.” Planning. Vol. 57, No. 6. Start page 16. Chicago, IL. Electronic version page 1 of 3.
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