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	[A crisis communications strategy must be prepared and ready for full implementation regardless of whether the crisis comes from natural disaster or man-made terrorism.  Fueled by the 24-hour news cycle, the emergence of the Internet, e-mail and mass media, there is an insatiable appetite for news, and plenty of opportunities to compound the disaster with a public relations fiasco.]


With apologies to Charles Dickens, Hurricane Gustav proved to be the best of times, the worst of times.

On Sept. 7, nearly a week after Gustav made Louisiana Gov. Bobby Jindal a national star, The Times-Picayune’s bureau chief in Baton Rouge offered this glowing behind-the-scenes look at how the state’s 37-year-old Republican chief executive managed the natural disaster. 
“The command room is well-lit with a large panel of windows looking over the scurrying activities of staff in the adjacent homeland security center. On the walls are a map of Louisiana and two wide-screen TVs turned to news channels. In the center of the room is a long, oval table surrounded by 17 high-back gray chairs, one each for a list of participants that includes Jindal’s Cabinet and top staff, the heads of the state National Guard and State Police, and representative of the Public Service Commission, the Agriculture Department, the Army Corps of Engineers and FEMA.
“Jindal would sit at the head and conduct concise 90-minute meetings. He would go around the table methodically gathering reports, assigning groups to solve problems and giving directions in a cool, calm manner, focused on the issues and not the personalities, according to those who attended. During the command meetings, Jindal would take notes referring to them later to hold people accountable for what they promised. After most meetings, he would emerge with a report to the media. He soon discarded scripted presentations and instead would summarize the highlights of his notes, in front of live TV cameras. Talking at head-spinning speed, he poured out information on every topic in specific detail and stood for questions, often giving as much as 45 minutes for a news briefing.”(Scott 2008)
Not said, but implied, was the contrast in how only three years earlier, Hurricane Katrina had overwhelmed Gov. Kathleen Blanco, a Democrat. The fawning description written by Robert Travis Scott, a former Money section editor turned Capitol chief, in the state’s largest circulated newspaper was only made better by the headline, “Jindal Takes Full Command in Crisis: Governor pushes bureaucracy aside.”  Scott did not return several requests for an interview after initially agreeing.
That anniversary, which is likely to remain a part of the New Orleans vernacular and memory and the “rhetoric of disaster,” offers a complex picture for officials and disaster professionals because the event is incredibly likely to be replayed. 

“For public relations professionals, concerns for what recommendations and lessons the news media offer when presenting an anniversary story may be of greatest concern because the results may not put the organization in a favorable light,” wrote authors of “Remembering Disaster: Since the Media do, So Must Public Relations.” (Courtright and Slaughter 2007)
For Jindal, the Rhodes Scholar who perennially spends his time searching for bigger jobs and accompanying challenges, it was just another accolade. He had already been given two thumbs up for his performance by The Washington Post, The New York Times, the Associated Press and the Reuters news agency, in addition to nearly all local news media. Still, he understood the context of Gustav with Katrina as the backdrop, with a Republican presidential nomination convention underway and his own future political ambition.
“Thrust in the spotlight by Gustav, Jindal, 37, a political whiz kid in office for all of eight months, is asserting mastery over his state's response to the natural disaster – just the sort that can have serious consequences for politicians,” wrote Peter Whoriskey, a staff reporter for The Washington Post, on Sept. 2. “Regardless of whether Gustav was anything like Katrina, Jindal has proved adept at handling voluminous details of the recovery and the minutiae of the bureaucracy.”
Now a leading contender for the Republican presidential nomination in 2012, Jindal’s ascension to the public conscience is no exception. History is full of examples, particularly in democratic societies, where the world has witnessed the rise of little known figures, the fall of once darling leaders, villains becoming heroes with popular national and international support, and small actors squeezed out and blamed as scapegoats. In most cases, history chronicled their rise and fall for posterity to ponder while the media did it on a daily basis for the citizenry. 
Though Gustav gave Jindal a chance to showcase his leadership, the same storm had a different political outcome for Terrebonne Parish President Michel Claudet, who reportedly “confessed” in front of Jindal and U.S. Homeland Security chief Michael Chertoff that the storm was too much for him. Claudet would eventually turn over the powers of the presidency to Sheriff Vernon Bourgeois in what became a minute-by-minute drama detailing of Claudet’s ineptitude. (DeSantis & Zullo 2008)
Two writers of The Daily Comet of Lafourche Parish chronicled Claudet’s plight, which was carried by The Times-Picayune and local television stations. For weeks after the storm, the second tragedy, this one a public relations fiasco, continued on talk radio, where residents blasted the embattled parish president for weeks. Eventually, the crisis took on a comedy of errors only days after hurricanes Gustav and Ike flooded the bayou homes with the humiliating resignation of Jerry Richard, the first-year director of the parish’s Office of Emergency Preparedness. Seeking some rest and recuperation he traveled to an LSU football game in a parish vehicle in wake of the flooded homes. He was initially suspended and, subsequently, fired. Last month, petitions were being circulated to remove Claudet altogether.
Both cases illustrate the vital importance of why a crisis communications strategy must be prepared and ready for full implementation regardless of whether the crisis comes from a natural disaster or man-made terrorism. The importance of the full-course blitz is a reminder of the ultimate difference between the emergence of another great national luminary and wearing the albatross of a failed leader. Fueled by the 24-hours news cycle, the emergence of the Internet, e-mail and mass media, there is an insatiable appetite for news. 
For elected officials and those involved in disaster preparation, it is full notice that those who boldly, decisively and clearly steer through the minefield of reporter’s queries and public perceptions stand to manage the crisis through the eyes of the media with their and the organization’s reputation intact. And, as an added bonus, the media appears to be more forgiving of an official if there are missteps, but only if the leader has clearly owned the disaster from the beginning. 

“The change in the attitude and specialization of media has led to crises becoming national events, and the speed of coverage has shifted an organization’s successful handling of a crisis from reaction to preparation,” wrote Kurt P. Stocker, an associate professor of marketing at Northwestern University, in “The Handbook of Strategic Public Relations & Integrated Communications.” 
The speed of coverage is due to the undeniable importance of the Internet during a crisis. It cannot be overstated. People in crisis prefer geographically connected information sources and interactivity online. Those from highly damaged areas value the Internet’s capacity to a greater extent, particularly, when the focus is on “hometown news” and “neighborhood damage levels.” That pushes people to local Web sites. (Procopio and Procopio 2007) [image: image1.png]A Decade of Growth in Online News
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In August, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press reported that online news consumption continues to grow with one in three Americans getting their news regularly from the Internet, up from 13 percent a decade ago. Also, the center said 44 percent of workers go online from the workplace with three-quarters of those who have attended graduate school saying they surf the Internet, nearly four times the proportion among those with no more than a high school education, at 20 percent. Intuitively, the Pew Research study indicated that 66 percent of those with family incomes of $100,000 or more go online from work while just 20 percent of those with incomes of less than $30,000 do so.

Four hostile papers
It is unknown what the precise date and occasion was that led the famed French general Napoleon Bonaparte to conclude that the media could rip apart an entire army faster and more lethally than an opposing enemy could ever dream. The quote credited to him at some point in the late 19th century demonstrates the unyielding power of the pen, and the appropriate recognition and respect it deserved even back then.

“Four hostile newspapers are more to be feared than 1,000 bayonets,” Napoleon purportedly told his generals. (Chapman 2005)

According to a team of scholars, during Katrina, those four newspapers were The Times-Picayune, The (Baton Rouge) Advocate, The Washington Post and The New York Times.
Michael Barnes, Carl Hanson, Len Novilla, Aaron Meacham, Emily McIntyre and Brittany Erickson analyzed 1,590 articles for the American Journal of Public Health concluding that more than 40 percent of the stories focused on the federal government’s accountability with most front-page pieces attributing responsibility to all levels of government. In comparison, only about 14 percent of the stories deflected accountability on individuals and families.

Because the media influences the public agendas and policies by the choice of coverage of events and issues, in what is usually referred to as agenda setting, the public is left to believe that those limited issues and subjects are the most important, they concluded.

“Clearly, the media reported that disaster response is primarily a social issue requiring broad governmental involvement, supporting the view that the government and not individuals and communities, bears the primary responsibility in the event of a disaster. In certain circumstances, the media seems to exonerate individuals and families during a crisis when they were viewed as victims or heroes,” the authors wrote in “Analysis of Media Agenda Setting During and After Hurricane Katrina: Implications for Emergency Preparedness, Disaster Response and Disaster Policy.”

The proof: During Katrina, 78 percent of the stories analyzed focused on response and recovery with less than 10 percent emphasizing mitigation and preparation, the authors found.

Journalists and officials differ in the perspective on news relevance, and the media can be tenacious in seeking to influence policymakers. “Conversely, policymakers rely on the media to be seen as effective managers of a crisis,” the authors wrote. 

Scholars Robert Littlefield and Andrea Quenette explained how the media served as a vehicle providing the public information to clarify the chaos surrounding the start of the crisis resulting from Hurricane Katrina. Later into the crisis, they wrote in the Journal of Applied Communications Research, the media stepped outside their role of objective observer to “assume a privileged position of pointing blame toward legitimate authorities.” (Littlefield and Quenette, 2007)
Where does this “privileged position” come from? To illustrate the point, weeks after the storm, with no connection to Gustav, Katrina or any other disaster, Time Magazine columnist, James Poniewozik, offered this tidbit.

“Journalist may not like to admit it, but cowing the media works. Not always, not with everyone, but – with a polarized audience, commercial pressures and constant self-doubt about fairness – it can succeed. If you want to amplify your message, make it about the media because the press finds itself the most fascinating subject of all,” he wrote.
As the event moves through the various established stages of crisis, the authors believe there are specific steps necessary for authorities to display leadership to reestablish order and public confidence. For instance, leaders must initiate a crisis response, mitigate the harm, serve as a spokesman, express sympathy to victims, frame meaning, remain accessible and open, facilitate the flow of information, act decisively,  coordinate actions among the various groups and multiple government agencies at all levels, reconnect with stakeholders, maintain decision vigilance, prioritize activities and resources, communicate core values, pay symbolic attention to the crisis, maintain appropriate flexibility and facilitate renewal through publicly-announced commitments. (Seeger et al., 2003) It is a tall order, but then again the emphasis is on having a crisis communication strategy already prepared.
From all accounts, Army Lt. Gen. William B. Caldwell IV has accepted the role of the media in combat. In briefings to officers and top sergeants, he conveys the message of opening up to the ubiquitous press – even foreign ones – by explaining exactly what might happen if the often skeptical Army refuses to engage the correspondents. Caldwell spoke from experience having served as a former spokesman of Multi National Forces-Iraq and was now the commanding general at U.S. Army Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth.

A frequent speaker at conferences and universities who has even appeared on “The Daily Show with Jon Stewart,” the revolutionary Caldwell orders troops to start blogs and warns that the media would fill air time with “something,” and offered a different take on the tactical importance of the media. 

“If you don’t engage, they will not have a complete picture,” he said. “Operations that are synched with a solid information plan win twice – tactically on the battlefield and strategically in living rooms around the world.”

Cutting your losses

During Gustav, Jindal wasted little time in criticizing the state’s Department of Social Services and its leader, Ann Williamson, for its mishandling of two critical functions. When hundreds of evacuees arrived at a state-provided shelter in north Louisiana days before the storm landed, the facilities lacked toilets and showers. The contractor blamed the state agency, news reports said.

Meanwhile, Williamson’s agency came under intense blame for long lines and confusion at sites throughout the state in what became known as the “food stamp debacle.” Although, a record number of state residents applied for the program, the media, playing up the number of complaints from people standing in the lines, made it simple to find who was at fault. Williamson resigned Sept. 15. The next day, Terri Porche Ricks, the deputy undersecretary, resigned after being informed she would be fired. Also, Undersecretary Edward Ashworth, who had been on the job less than seven months, was dismissed. (Deslatte 2008)

Truth is a two-way street, and local residents will trust people who tell the complete truth, and this form of crisis preparedness limits the blame during and after a crisis. Without critics there second-guessing decisions, leaders will comfortable inform what is and isn’t working. (Longstaff and Yang, 2008)

Jindal appeared to take a page from President Bush in pushing out Michael Brown, the FEMA director. The well-documented demise of the federal response agency led to Brown’s embarrassing resignation that came 10 days  after Bush’s infamous back slap during a stopover in Mobile, Ala., “Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job.” This example has come back to haunt the president – along with a photo of him overlooking New Orleans’ flooded neighborhoods – as being out of touch. 

Jeff Crouere, a conservative talk show host, gladly pointed the differences in response and results in an op-ed written after Gustav landed comparing its handling to the aftermath of Katrina and the levee breeches.

 “She obviously was not equipped to deal with Katrina and her lack of confidence made a bad situation worse for panicked residents of south Louisiana,” Crouere wrote for Human Events magazine. “Unlike the catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina, the response to this storm was a textbook example of how state government can work together with other agencies to save lives. It all depends on a competent leader who is not afraid to make decisions and utilize resources.”
Bob Mann is an LSU political science professor who handled media relations for Blanco and has worked for former senators John Breaux, J. Bennett Johnston, and Russell Long. He said the former governor was saddled with too much blame.
“(Katrina) would have been too much for anybody. It was too much for the president. It was too much for the mayor of New Orleans. The Jefferson Parish president had a breakdown on national TV. It overwhelmed everybody,” Mann said in an interview. 

And while he commended his former boss on the job of managing the crisis behind the scenes, Mann acknowledged that the public presentation is “where it fell down.”

“She didn’t communicate the sense of resolve and strength. People didn’t see the strength and determination because of her inability and deficits in communicating in that type of environment. It wasn’t her natural habitat,” he said.

During a crisis, authorities must wrestle with unflattering characterizations. Therefore it is a must to monitor those terms because of the ability of the media to use positive and negative terms selectively in their reporting of crisis leadership, which, in turn, shapes public opinion. The language influences the perception, and makes the power of the media that much more enticing. (Littlefield and Quenette 2007)

Lesson Learned?
Nearly one-third of the members surveyed by the San Francisco-based International Association of Business Communicators in December 2005 said they had no formal crisis communication plan in place prior to the natural disasters, and had to slap together a plan in the midst of the crisis. The survey was conducted after major storms in the United States, recovery from the tsunami in Southeast Asia, outbreaks of disease such as the Avian Flu epidemic in Asia, terrorist activities, corporate scandals and labor disputes.

The survey came on the heels of an international study conducted by Echo Research that found 84 percent of international press comments in the two weeks following Katrina were negative toward the United States.

“It seemed the timing was right to gauge the extent to which organizations have developed and used crisis communication plans, and whether the plans are worth the time and effort to create,” Robert Holland and Katrina Gill wrote in Communication World.

Of note, 99 percent of those surveyed who had crisis communications plan found them effective in navigating their organizations’ management and response to the crisis.  (Holland and Gill 2006)

The authors of the IABC survey suggested that two trends are creeping into corporate America: Communicators are using planning and tactical execution and becoming part of the strategic management while the importance of internal communications becomes more apparent.

But not every organization has taken the cue to prepare. Only 46 percent of survey respondents whose organizations experienced a crisis with no plan are beginning to work on a strategy while 42 percent were taking no action, the study showed. 

In terms of the legal world, winning the court of public opinion could lead to winning in the court of law, according to Stocker, the Northwestern University marketing professor. He said with the growth of news outlets and demand for sensationalism, lawyers would prefer to “prepare the jury” through the media.  His examples include the tobacco industry’s allegations about nicotine addiction and passive smoke and Dow Corning’s settlement on the breast implant case, both the companies and accusers used paid and free media to influence the case’s outcome. 
A Strategic Approach


As stated early and researched by two journalism professors at the University of Missouri-Columbia, organizations need to stay abreast of accumulated leadership images through content analysis of press releases and media coverage because the public will perceive its image through the eyes of the media. (Hwang and Cameron, 2007) One means of accomplishing this would be through an active management of leadership images through organization communications, the authors contend.

Crisis communications is most effective when an organization acknowledges its own failures. Meanwhile, studies show, efforts to distance itself from criticism while building public support is a recipe for failure.

“It does little good if all the state can do is point fingers and accuse others while rarely acknowledging their own mistakes,” wrote Amanda Gallagher, Maria Fontenot and Kris Boyle for Public Relations Review. 


Federal agencies, such as the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, learned vital lessons from Katrina, all of which remain viable today. While no one was pointing to this agency as part of the federal response failure, it knew it had to play a role. Yet, power outages prevented rapid dissemination of prepared health messages. With limited Internet capability, no fax machines or copiers available and impassable roads, it was important to think beyond traditional means. 

The CDC began to localize communication efforts sending 30 communicators to Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas to use local channels available, and develop new channels for communication to entities such as the American Red Cross, feeding tents, hurricane Disaster Recovery Centers and Salvation Army service centers in Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi. Local churches delivered food and other items to evacuees and became trusted sources of health information, and became conduits to get the CDC message out. (Vanderford et al 2007)
The Federal Emergency Management Agency offers six characteristics of emergency communications that officials must be considered. (FEMA 2005)
· The importance of information during a crisis, providing reassurance that response and recovery are underway.

·  Timeliness is crucial. In the absence of information, rumors will spread faster and officials will spend more time quelling misinformation than getting facts out. 
	· Warnings require specific response from the public rather than merely raising.

·  Recognize that barriers to communication include stress, change of routine and sleep deprivation must be overcome.
· Partner with other responders to ensure that all messages are shared and consistent and made public with one voice.        
· Ensure the message is clear by providing the information in sequence, the rationale behind the message, supporting information and conclusion; keep the message consistent across various media.


Courtright and Slaughter offer seven characteristics and classification of messages that fall under the genre of “rhetoric of disaster.” The authors contend that a failure to look at anniversaries and their potential to reignite the passion and blame removes an opportunity to “positively” frame messages and lessons learned from past disasters.

Seven of those recommendations include:

1. Consolation: How might consolation still be required in addressing a past crisis or disaster? What specific publics warrant special attention due to the phases of the grieving process or ongoing trauma effects?

2. Theological: What religious or spiritual values may be associated with the organization, its publics’ worldviews, or with the disaster itself? How should the theological function of disaster rhetoric be addressed, if at all?

3. Prescriptive: What examples from how the crisis was handled by individuals or groups within the organization may be used as best practices and examples to follow?

4. Didactic: What evidence is there that the organization has learned lessons since the disaster?

5. Heuristic: To what degree should a sense of loss associated with the disaster or crisis be addressed? Should it be mitigated to bring about healing between an organization and its publics? Should it be emphasized to increase organizational and audience commitment to action based on lessons learned? 
6. Preservative: What messages and actions taken by the organization during the disaster may be used to cast the organization in a positive light? What news files and footage might the media use, negative or positive?

7. Adjudicative: What message strategies will help the organization as it once again comes before the court of public opinion? (Courtright and Slaughter, 2007)
A Full Course Table Top

The city of Kenner made communications a priority during Gustav. Over the course of nine days, the Office of Public Relations and Emergency Preparedness sent more than 30 media releases, which in turn, were placed on the city Web site, and then sent to people who subscribed to the city’s e-mail alert system. All of these were completed while under the Unified Command Post located at the Kenner Police headquarters.

As a result, there were nearly 30 stories that mentioned Kenner government in The Times-Picayune’s Web site, www.NOLA.com., which also serves as the New Orleans area’s paper of record. A staff writer and photographer were embedded at the headquarters, regularly interviewing Mayor Ed Muniz. Not counted in any figure is the number of broadcasters who carried these stories on their own sites. 
The city’s Web site, www.kenner.la.us and the city’s public access television station, KTV-Channel 76, immediately posted the press releases, which contained dates and times, to inform the public. The times, a change from usual, were included to “prove” the public information officers were putting out timely information. The public talking points were taken from these releases and made available to city employees handling phone calls to give out accurate and consistent messages. Weeks later, The Times-Picayune pointed out that the city’s 701,000 hits on the Web site during Gustav was 467 times our normal traffic, amounting to nearly nine years of routine traffic crammed into one week. The typical week brings about 1,500 hits. The city couldn’t measure how many of the media releases were “forwarded” to secondary users. (Kenner 2008)
In Kenner, the first live media interview representing the city came from Councilman Kent Denapolis. It was the first “official” word from a city authority just as he went on the air after the storm passed the New Orleans metro area. 

An issue with the city’s sewerage, with nearly 90 percent of the lift stations inoperable because of the power outages, prompted a press release that resulted in an aggressive campaign to get Kenner on television and radio that lasted for nearly seven days. The blitz was necessary because the city was competing with every other municipality for air time, and to ensure the public’s perception that Kenner officials were aware of the situation and reporting items as they improved or worsened. In this case, the public information officers parlayed the serious power outage into an unmatched amount of media attention for a city that weathered the storm without any significant damage. (Kenner 2008) 
First, Michael Yenni, the city’s chief administrative officer, went on WWL-870AM for four minutes and urged all Kenner residents to not flush toilets, wash clothes or dishes, take showers or allow any water down house drains, or the system could backup and overflow into homes and businesses. Code Enforcement Officer Keith Chiro opened the WWL-TV newscast at noon with a five minute on-air interview. Muniz and Yenni were both featured during Jefferson Parish press conferences.
Other interviews were conducted on Fox 8 News, WIST-990 AM and WRNO FM with various members of the city administrators and elected officials. The Kenner Fire Department was prominently featured in an ABC 26 live shot handing out ice in the 3300 block of Williams Boulevard. The coordination with the Salvation Army ensured timely updates to the media, which served nearly 8,000 meals in two days, and led to a front-page Metro story. When the city dispatched crews to get on-the-ground assessments, they reported the information back to department heads, who eventually informed the PIO, to update the media. That included hourly updates of businesses open in Kenner.
Many of these methods were innovative, never tried before. It wasn’t just at the municipal level, though. In a show of innovative thinking, the CDC broadcast information in Texas, where many people were evacuated from New Orleans, in stadiums where those capacities and evacuation centers would incorporate videos to deliver public service announcements. The 24-hour broadcast video communications channel, Katrina Information Network, launched Sept. 14, 2005, evolved to become the Emergency Response Information Network, accessible through DISH, DirecTV and online. (Vanderford et al 2007)

Conclusion
The media and its ability to reach millions in a matter of seconds with the push of a button on the Internet must be handled from beginning to end. There is no room for error, and there should not be any because of the need to create a crisis strategy that works. This research paper has attempted to highlight the cause and effects; some of the key characteristics of perceived weak leadership. When the crisis occurs, it is already too late to have a meeting to discuss a plan of action. There is no substitute for action. All the goodwill and efforts flush faster than a commercial toilet. The speed and decisive action to put forth an all-out blitz to squash rumors and perceptions must be immediate. Failure to do so usually leads to the second crisis of public sentiment and opinion, as scapegoats begin.
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