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speed kills

Tips for managing crisis in The era of social media

social media has changed the velocity of crises and how companies must manage them. 
It’s time to speed up to keep pace.

Previously issued by dna13
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Be prepared 
Crises don’t just happen to other companies; an incident can happen to your organization and you must be ready if 
and when it does. A product malfunction or online rumour about a senior executive can, within hours, become the 
subject of thousands of blog entries and tweets. The truth can quickly be distorted, leaving your company with a 
serious problem. 

Public relations experts have long said it’s crucial for any organization to have a crisis management plan. While 
that’s still true today, two things have changed.

Your organization needs to keep track of what’s being said about your products, brand and people in the media 
and online. This can help you identify a crisis in the making before it gets out of control. Surveillance requires an 
investment in the right tools, including social media.

Secondly, your crisis management plan needs to include social media as a communications tool. You need to know 
where your customers and stakeholders are online and what they communicate there. When a crisis hits, that’s 
where you need to go to speak to stakeholders and let them know what’s going on – in real time. 

Be prepared for crIsIs
Do you know what to do if a crisis strikes your company? Make a plan and rehearse it. Make sure the plan includes 
the following: 

 A crisis team. Choose people who know how to manage crises and have a good understanding of social 
media and how to talk to your stakeholders online. 

 Clear messaging. Draft messages in advance that communicate your commitment to customers, employees 
and stakeholders using simple, clear and straightforward language.

 A strong human network. Know who and where the key members of your audience are so you can find them 
quickly – as soon as a crisis hits.

 Crisis information tools. In advance, secure a toll-free phone number and build a crisis website (also known 
as a dark site). Test to see if they work before you need them. 

 Bench strength. Make sure your organization’s servers and phone lines can handle a surge in traffic in the 
event of a crisis. 

What’s goIng on?
The speed and sophistication of the web has changed crisis management. Not only does social media help 
information – both true and false – spread more rapidly, but bad news also never goes away. Web archives can store 
negative news stories and blog posts for years.

Fortunately, the same advanced technology that has allowed Web 2.0 to grow can be used by you. Modern search 
engines can assemble information on a much more sophisticated level than ever before. Using this technology can 
help you track conversations about your company and your brand and ideally stop rumours before they go viral.
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centers for dIsease control

When the H1N1 flu virus became a serious public health concern in 2009, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in 
Atlanta was able to react quickly, use social media to its advantage, and ended up changing the way many people 
in the US receive their health information.

Long before H1N1, the CDC had an active social media group. It worked with other departments within the 
organization to share information with the public on issues such as disease prevention, diabetes care, hurricane 
evacuations and food recalls. 

So when the flu surfaced in spring 2009, the social media group simply mobilized to reach and grow its already 
substantial social network-based following. 

“At CDC we try to provide credible, accurate health information when, where and how users want it,” explains 
Ann Aiken, Health Communications, Centers for Disease Control/National Center for Health Marketing/Division 
of eHealth Marketing. “In the 2009 H1N1 response, we quickly developed a social media strategy as part of a 
coordinated communications plan to send out timely messages that foster engagement, encourage participation 
and further open government goals and public engagement activities.”

cdc’s tactics included:

 A Twitter profile originally designed for Hurricane Ike in 2008 that was repurposed. Before H1N1, it had 
about 2,500 followers. It has since ballooned to a following of more than 1.2 million.

 The development of ten widgets for people to share with others and place on their social media sites and 
other websites.

 Online videos on both CDC.gov and social media sites such as YouTube. One video has over 2 million views 
on YouTube alone.

 eCards encouraging people to get the flu vaccines, wash hands, breastfeed safely and take precautions 
while travelling.

 An official CDC Facebook page. It currently has more than 50,000 fans.

 A MySpace page and presence on Daily Strength, a social networking site for people needing support.

 Podcasts for people to listen to online or download.

 RSS feeds that have had 43 million views.

 A blog partnership between CDC and WebMd to deliver trusted information. 

 Webinars for bloggers in the business community, pregnant women and children.

 A text messaging pilot program for use in emergencies. It informed people about the progress of the disease and 
where to get vaccinated. Messages can be targeted to reach people by age group, gender, zip code and more.

 A mobile website for people to view H1N1 related material on their cell phones. 

The CDC’s social media response to H1N1 grew out of an infrastructure that was already in place. While many crises 
catch organizations unaware, the CDC’s social media group — already validated and working closely with program 
and communication groups inside the organization — mobilized quickly and responded ably to the public health risk.

Crisis Case study 
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ford and the ranger statIon

In 2008, the Ford Motor Company discovered just how powerful consumers have become in the era of Web 2.0. Its 
web-born crisis over a fan web page nearly got out of control.

In December 2008, Jim Oakes, who ran a fan website for Ford Ranger vehicles called The Ranger Station (www.
therangerstation.com), received a “cease and desist” letter from Ford. The automaker wanted Oakes to give up the 
site’s url and pay out US$5,000. 

Oakes reported the situation on the site’s open forum. Members immediately began commenting and word began 
spreading through the web, other Ford fan pages and Twitter.

Within hours, Ford had received more than 1,000 negative email messages about The Ranger Station.

Fortunately, Ford had recently hired marketing and communications expert Scott Monty to spearhead a social 
media program. He was using the web to help change attitudes about Ford in a time when The Big Three were 
being criticized for their alleged mismanagement and requests for bailouts.

Monty immediately began posting updates on Twitter as to what was happening. He reported honestly about what 
he did not know, what he was doing to find information, and he encouraged his 5,600 Twitter followers to spread 
the word. Monty was open about his own frustrations and even cracked jokes.

Behind the scenes, Monty was calling Ford’s legal department and Oakes personally. Within a day, Monty was able 
to find out the truth behind the legal order (the site had been selling counterfeit Ford products), and had personally 
worked out a resolution to the problem (Oakes promised to stop selling the goods; the URL ownership and payout 
requests were dropped by Ford) and kept the public in the loop the entire time.

The entire crisis lasted just 22 hours –social media sped up the entire process, but also worked as an effective and 
personalized tool to keep everyone informed as it was happening. 

What ford did correctly:

 Responded quickly. Monty was alerted through Twitter about the problem with The Ranger Station and 
immediately began posting about it – this all happened in the space of a few hours.

 Got personal. Although customer service and legal were involved in the crisis, Monty became the voice of 
Ford. And he was always honest, personable and real. 

 Work as a team. Various departments at Ford worked together to assess the problem and find a fair solution quickly.

 Communicated. Not only did Monty use social media, but he called Oakes personally.

 Stayed positive. At no point did Ford criticize its customers and stakeholders through this fast-moving crisis.

Crisis Case study 
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crIsIs response checklIst
 Take action immediately.

 Use the same media your audiences use.

 Respond appropriately (it can be one-on-one, or a mass communication approach).

 Be open and transparent when you respond.

 Stay positive. Don’t engage in a negative way.

 Be flexible. Sometimes crisis response tactics don’t work out the way you want them to. 
But don’t give up: your reputation is at stake.

tIme to start lIstenIng
Since crises can start at any time – the Web never sleeps – a crucial component in any crisis management plan is to 
be listening to what’s happening online on a day-to-day basis. 

Listening can be as simple as setting up Google alerts, or it may mean incorporating more comprehensive 
listening, monitoring and analytical tools. CNW’s MediaVantage is one such tool. This web-based platform allows 
you to monitor, manage and measure what’s being said about your organization online. It tracks everything from 
mainstream media sites to Twitter accounts to investor chat rooms, and alerts you when your company or your 
chosen keywords come up. 

In a business world deeply integrated with Web 2.0, listening and monitoring are no longer a luxury, but a necessity. 
Following what’s happening on the web acts as an early warning system for problems and keeps you closely 
connected to your stakeholders and their online habits. Since companies like yours spend years building a brand 
reputation, it’s more important today than ever to stay on top of what’s being said about you to avoid having that 
precious public image from being torn down quickly in a crisis.

About MediaVantage

MediaVantage is the most complete media intelligence and communications management solution 
available for PR professionals, allowing you to monitor, align and measure your communications efforts 
efficiently and in real time. For more information, email us at info@mediavantage.com. dna13, the 
technology powerhouse behind MediaVantage, was acquired by CNW Group in April 2010. 
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