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Executive Summary  

On the 20th of April 2010 the largest oil spill in the history of the US occurred and BP was the 

main responsible party. This lead to a massive crisis communication effort, where multiple 

organisations were involved and social media was utilized on a scale never seen before in BP. 

Within classical crisis communication the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), 

by Coombs, states that an appropriate response strategy has to be chosen depending on the 

crisis responsibility of the organisation. In the field of crisis communication for social media 

the theoretical framework is sporadic and very operational with Gonzalez-Herrero & Smith 

and Conway et al. being the main scholars identified. As the theoretical framework for social 

media as a crisis communication tool is new and sporadic the researcher dared to develop a 

holistic model, the KAD model, addressing this subject. Such a holistic model is believed to 

make it possible for an organisation to diminish the reputational impact of a crisis. The model 

ties current research together into a framework of mesco (organisational), micro (message) 

and macro (societal) dimensions.  

To obtain empirical data the researcher collected quantitative as well as qualitative data. A 

survey was sent out to 171 potential respondents predominantly in North America questioning 

the respondents on BP’s use of social media and their attitudes towards BP in relation to the 

oil spill. The survey response rate was 36%. Furthermore five key informant interviews were 

conducted with former high ranking stakeholders in BP’s communications, federal & public 

organisations and the seafood industry.  

The findings of the theoretical and empirical research showed that at the onset of the crisis BP 

did an extremely poor job with their social media efforts, although once they ramped up their 

social media channels they performed well, on a practical level. However it was found that 

more engagement (two-way communication) was needed as well as greater information 

tailored towards the needs of social media community, in order for communication to render 

effective. Furthermore it was clearly shown in the data, that the communications were 

hindered by the stigma BP obtained due to not projecting the same communication strategy 

throughout the response, as depicted by SCCT. This subsequently eroded the effectiveness of 

the overall response including online efforts. It is the view of the researcher that if BP had 

applied a more holistic view of social media use within crisis communications, such as the 

KAD model, they would have been able to better manage their reputation through social 

media channels during the crisis. 
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1  Introduction and methodology 
In this chapter the background of the problem will be introduced to the reader and the 
research question will be presented. Following this definitions and delimitations relevant for 
the research will be outlined. The chapter will end with an explanation of the chosen method 
for the research. Different aspects of the methodology are presented, followed by an 
explanation of the data collection.  
 

1.1 Title 
A Theoretical and Empirical Study of Social Media as a Crisis Communication Channel in the 

Aftermath of the BP Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill 

1.2 Introduction 
As the communication landscape gets denser, more complex, and more participatory, and 

with peoples ability to gain greater access to information through the internet and in particular 

social media channels, more opportunities to engage in public speech has emerged.  

In this new landscape, practically anybody can create and distribute ‘news’ content. These 

unregulated ‘citizen journalists’ can spur public support as widely and effectively as any big 

budget news organisation. Furthermore, the internet’s ability to provide instantaneous news 

on a 24/7 basis, consolidated and indexed (via search engines) has made it a very important 

source for obtaining information. Therefore businesses are now in a realm where stakeholders 

are communicating online through a stream of social media channels and when a crisis hits, so 

should they.  

In the wake of the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill that took place in the spring of 2010 many 

stakeholders reacted by voicing their opinions online, with stakeholders voicing their concern 

and outrage over the spill and its ramifications. How BP, the responsible party1,  utilised this 

medium to communicate with stakeholders on what was being done to stop the spill and 

restore the Gulf will be analysed and discussed based on theory and empirical analysis.   

1.3 Problem identification  
Social media is a double-edged sword for crisis communication. On the one hand it allows 

issues to be identified, monitored and managed extremely quickly. It also allows for real time 

interaction with stakeholders, providing a mechanism through which disinformation can be 

decimated before getting out of hand. On the flip side social media has a ripple effect. It 

allows for news to spread like wildfire. Therefore such a channel of communication can cause 

detrimental effects to a company during a crisis if not handled appropriately and with care.  

                                                            
1 Being the operator made them de facto responsible party 
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In the onset of the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill many social media channels were opened up so 

that people and stakeholders of BP could voice their opinion on issues relating to the effect 

and management of the oil spill. How these opinions flourished and transcended into public 

opinion were partly induced by how the crisis was (and still is) being dealt with by BP in the 

public arena.  

Crisis research identifies a multitude of guidelines and recommendations designed to assist 

those responsible for managing what may initially seem an unmanageable event2. However 

considering the enormity of research in this field little is known about how social media is 

used to help aid crisis communications.   

1.4 Problem statement  
The researcher would like to analyse through theoretical and empirical research the 

implications of social media in connection to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill. The objective of the 

thesis is to answer the following research question: 

How well did BP utilise social media as a crisis communication tool within the Gulf of 

Mexico oil spill,  and what alternative approaches could they have pursued?  
 

To answer the overall research question a number of sub questions will be examined: 

• What was BP’s overall crisis communication response and what was specifically done 

in the aspect of social media? 

• What are theories of crisis communication and social media? 

• Are current theories adequate, and if not, can a new model be developed to capture the 

complexity of social media use as a crisis communication tool?  

• How was BP’s social media effort perceived amongst social media users in the US 

public and how effective were they? 

• How well did BP apply current theories of crisis communication and social media? 

• What alternative strategies could BP have pursued, and what would the expected 

outcomes have been? 

  

                                                            
2 Coombs, WT 2007a 
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1.5 Problem delimitation and research limitations 
Since this problem can be studied in different ways and from different angles, some 

delimitations have been made to make it easier for the researcher to stay within the chosen 

frame and for the reader to understand why some parts are discussed less than others. 

Furthermore some research limitations were also encountered which will be highlighted in the 

following.  

To start with, the researcher is only looking at factors relating to the use of social media as a 

crisis communications tool for BP, within the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill. Many other angles 

of crisis communication could have been called into question surrounding the case however 

for the scope of this research they are not relevant.  

The research is based upon BPs reactions and interactions in the United States in regards to 

their crisis commutation strategy particular with social media use, therefore BPs actions in 

other geographical regions will not be touched upon.  

There is an enormous amount of academic research on crisis communication using traditional 

media however less has been written about the use of social media as a tool for crisis 

communications. Therefore there is a lack of a theoretical framework which makes it a 

challenge to apply a current theoretical paradigm to analyse social media in the realm of crisis 

communications. However, the limited academic research available has been utilized 

throughout this thesis together with a proprietary model (KAD model) developed by the 

researcher.  

The KAD model looks at how organisations must develop people, policies and plans, and 

practice drills for multi agency collaboration where social media has a pivotal role. As this 

model addresses such large scale elements, the model is only applicable for large 

organisational crises.  
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1.6 Abbreviations  
The following abbreviations will be used throughout the thesis: 

Table 1 – Abbrevition overview 

Abbreviation  Meaning  

FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency 

PIER Public Information Emergency Response 

NRT JIC Model National Response Team - Joint Information Model 

ICS Incident Command System 

UC Unified Command 

SCCT Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

RP Responsible Party 

SONS  Spill of National Significance 

ROV Remotely Operated Vehicles  

Source: Own creation 

1.7 Research methodology 
The research framework has been built around quantitative and qualitative research. 

Quantitative research by definition must be a measurement which is objective, quantitative 

and statistically valid3. A sample of people from a population is asked a set of questions to 

determine the frequency and percentage of their responses. The researcher then quantifies the 

data and generalises results from a sample to the population of interest. In this quantitative 

research the structured technique used was an online survey.  

Qualitative research aims to provide an in-depth understanding of people’s experiences, 

perspectives and histories in the context of their personal circumstances or settings. Among 

many distinctive features, it is characterised by a concern with exploring the phenomena from 

the perspective of those being studied with; the use of unstructured methods which are 

sensitive to social context of the study; the capture of data which are detailed, rich and 

complex; mainly inductive rather than deductive analytical process; the development of 

explanations through answering ‘what is’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions4. The qualitative 

method used, for this research, was key information interviews and open ended questions 

from the online survey.  

                                                            
3 Hair, JF, Bush, RP & Ortinau, DJ 2009 
4 Miles, MB & Huberman, AH 1994 
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The researcher carried out a structured online survey measured through statistical analysis and 

semi structured key informant interviews in order to obtain results from the best of both 

research approaches; quantitative and qualitative research, subsequently acquiring more 

concrete research findings.  

The Harvard AGPS referencing style is the referencing method used throughout this thesis.  

1.7.1 Online survey 
Survey Method 

For the quantitative research an online survey was carried out where a total of 171 potential 

respondents were contacted and out of these 61 filled out the survey. The population 

characteristic was ‘social media users with an interest in the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill’. The 

survey sampling method carried out by the researcher was a two-step area cluster sample with 

a random probability selection within each cluster.  

A cluster sample means that the population is divided into one or several groups, any of 

which can be considered a representative sample. The term ‘two-step area sample’ means that 

more than one cluster was surveyed, and the random probability selection means that the 

sample participants were randomly selected within each cluster.  

To get the best match with the desired population defined above clusters were taken from 

facebook groups, which were talking about the disaster. The clusters were the following 

facebook pages: 

• BP America5 
• The Oil Spill and South Walton/Scenic Hwy 30A – Connect6 
• Boycott BP7  

Figure 1 – Facebook pages used for identifying potential respondents 

 

 

BP America 
The Oil Spill and South Walton 

/Scenic 30A - Connect 
Boycott BP 

Source: Own creation 

                                                            
5 http://www.facebook.com/BPAmerica 
6 http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=121989111150868 
7 http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/pages/Boycott‐BP/119321854760965 
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The ‘BP America’ facebook page was made on June 29th, 2009 it was therefore not advisable 

to compose a list from BP America facebook ‘friends’ to send a survey invite to, because 

‘friends’ of the page might not have had an interest in the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill, as they 

signed up before the incident. To ensure the respondents matched the population the 

researcher sent a survey invite to the first 108 people who posted comments relating to the oil 

spill on the page. Of those 108 only 79 were able to receive messages, as 29 people had 

privacy settings which didn’t allow a message being sent to them by an unapproved source. 

The message sent to the potential respondents can be seen in APPENDIX 2. 

 

On the ‘Oil Spill and South Walton/Scenic Hwy 30A – Connect’ page the researcher sent a 

survey invite to the first 88 people who posted comments relating to the oil spill on the page.  

Of those 14 had privacy settings which did not allow messages being sent, therefore 74 were 

received.  

 

On the ‘Boycott BP’ page the researcher sent a survey invite to the first 23 people who posted 

comments relating to the oil spill on the page.  Of those 5 had privacy settings which did not 

allow messages being sent, therefore 18 were received.  

 

The reason for the unequal amount of potential respondents in each cluster was due to 

facebook suddenly banning the researchers’ message as someone had reported it as “abusive”, 

and therefore the researcher was unable to continue sending out personal messages to 

remaining potential respondents in the different clusters.  

 

In order to get in contact with potential respondents 

the researcher set up a specific facebook profile (see 

link in footnote8), where information about the 

research could be found9. Having this page made the 

contact to potential respondents more personal as 

they could ‘put a face to the name’ and made the 

researcher seem ‘more human/real’ to the 

participants. This is believed to be a reason for the 

                                                            
8 http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100002124113777 
9 See APPENDIX 1 for researchers facebook info, see APPENDIX 2 for message sent to respondents and see APPENDIX 3 for 
researchers facebook wall 

Figure 2 – Researchers facebook wall 

set up for data collection 
 

 

Source: Own creation 
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relatively high response rate for an online survey of 36% (61 participated out of 171 potential 

respondents). On the facebook profile page the researcher also kept participants in the loop on 

research findings to date whilst a feed on the wall Figure 2, had various links regarding crisis 

communications in relation to the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill.  

 

Construction of survey  

The survey was constructed on the online survey service called Survey Monkey10. The survey 

comprised of seven closed-ended, six matrix and two open type questions.  

 

Closed-ended questions are those with pre-designed answers with a set of choices (either a 

few or many). In this survey two types of closed ended questions were used. The researcher 

used “dichotomous” questions which allowed respondents to choose one of two choices as 

well as “multi-chotomous” questions, which allowed respondents to choose one of many 

choices11. Examples of such closed-ended questions were a) an inquiry about the respondent’s 

familiarity with BPs response website  (dichotomous) and b) the frequency of visiting the site, 

if familiar (multi-chotomous).  

 

The matrix type questions construed in the survey were used to survey the frequency of the 

recipient’s behaviour and or attitude, depending on the question. The researcher ordered the 

ranking or rating choices predominately as a Likert scale meaning a five-point scale (e.g. No 

Use, A little, Sometimes, Frequently and Very Frequently). As it is widely agreed that a five-

point scale makes it easy for survey participants to understand and answer a question12. 

 

Open-ended questions are those that allow respondents to answer in their own words. Such 

questions aimed at determining what was at the tip of the respondents mind.  An example of 

this form of question was a question asking for any additional comments.   

 

The typical amount of time required for a respondent to complete the survey was 10-15 

minutes, which the researcher considered to be both adequate for data collection objectives 

and fast enough to avoid potential respondents losing interest due to an excessive use of their 

time.  

                                                            
10 SurveyMonkey is a private American company that enables users to create their own Web‐based surveys 
11 Brace, I. 2004 
12 Brace, I. 2004 
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The actual survey questions can be found in APPENDIX 4 and the results are presented later 

in chapter 6. 

 

Advantages and limitations of the online survey 

The use of the online survey to collect data had several advantages such as the low cost of 

reaching 61 respondents compared to that of classical data collection methods13. Furthermore 

the direct input of data into a database lowered the amount of time needed for the data 

processing. One final advantage is the anonymity of the respondents in online surveys which 

has been shown to increase data quality14. 

The online survey was also associated with limitations and possible sources of error. The 

researcher tried to collect an appropriate sample of the population, by selecting potential 

respondents from different clusters. However limitations from facebook on sending out 

survey invites minimized the ability to get in contact with an equal amount of participants 

from each cluster. Nevertheless it is believed that the impact of such data discrepancies was 

limited, as there was some diversity of the views of the users15 on the pages ‘BP America’ and 

‘The Oil Spill and South Walton/Scenic Hwy 30A – Connect’ which were the pages most 

survey invites was sent to.  

To get a better understanding of the sample it could have been feasible to ask the participants 

on which of the clusters they belonged to. It was however assumed that participant response 

rates would decline due to a lower level of anonymity, and this concern outweighed the need 

for greater information about the sample origin. 

1.7.2 Key Informant Interviews 
The researcher conducted a number of interviews with key informants (aka. Individuals who 

are considered to be particular knowledgeable in the field).  The interviews were prepared as 

semi structured interviews and were conducted using Skype16 as key informants were situated 

in various countries. The researcher asked informants a series of predetermined but open-

ended questions. The semi structured key informant interviews allowed a free flow of ideas 

and information. 

                                                            
13 Wright, B.K. 2006 
14 Zara Interactive 2011 
15 Judging by the comments posted on these sites 
16 Skype is a program for carrying out online phone and video calls. Three out of five of the interviews were conducted 
using webcam which increased the ‘personal feel’ of the interview 
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The researcher developed a written interview guide in advance of each interview. The 

Interview guide was either specific with carefully worded questions, or it was a list of topics 

to be covered. The interviewer either followed the guide to the letter, asking the questions in 

the order they were given, or moved back and forth through the topic list based on the 

informants’ responses. In either case, the topics of the interview guide were directly or 

indirectly related to the research question.  

Identification of key informants  

A deliberate sampling strategy17 was used to identify key informants, meaning the individuals 

that were selected were most likely to generate productive and in-depth discussions related to 

crisis communication and social media. The selection criteria used to identify key informants 

were:  

• People with competence and relevant experience regarding the BP Gulf of Mexico oil 

spill or crisis communication knowledge 

• Informants’ who gave reliable information and had different stakeholder positions to 

obtain a broad perspective of the situation 

Data Collection Process  

A total of 11 individuals were identified as potential key informants and were contacted in 

order to hear if an interview was possible. This included disaster management consultants, 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (‘FEMA’) employees, Coast Guard employees, 

Public Information Emergency Response (‘PIER’) systems employees, communications staff 

within BP as well as a local seafood industry representative.  

A total of 5 out of 11 potential key informants agreed to give an interview for the research. 

Three internal (BP and government employees working with the response) and three external 

respondents (others) either declined to participate or did not respond to at least 3 requests to 

be interviewed.  

Interviews were scheduled for approximately one hour, and ranged in length from just less 

than half an hour to 1 hour and 22 minutes. On average, interviews took 44 minutes to 

complete, with all interviews totalling 3 hours and 42 minutes. The interviews were carried 

out between February 3rd and March 7th, 2011. Full transcription of the interviews can be 

found in APPENDIX 6. 

                                                            
17 Miles, MB & Huberman, AH 1994 
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Information about the key informants is shown below in Table 2. 

Table 2 – Overview of key informants 

Name  Occupation Title  Interview time 

Neil Chapmen 

(UK) 

Past: Head of Communications for Global Refining 

and Marketing in BP UK (was operating when 

the oil spill happened  and was an integral 

part of the crisis communications process) 

1:22:40 

(03-02-2011) 

Present:  Founder of Alpha Voice Communications.    

George 

Haddow 

(Louisiana, US) 

Past:  Senior Federal Emergency Management 

Agency Official under Present Bill Clinton 

0:46:26 

(10-02-2011) 

Present:  Partner in a disaster management planning 

and consulting firm (Bullock & Haddow) 

 

Peter 

Sandman 

(New Jersey, 

US) 

Past:  Has consulted periodically for BP since the 
1980s, including work on its 1990 American 
Trader oil spill in Huntington Beach, 
California. Most recent work for BP was in 
2003, on the Baku-Tbilisi Ceyhan pipeline.  

0:41:24 
(07-03-2011) 

Present:  Risk Communications Consultant   

Scot Phelps  

(New York, US) 

Present:  New York City lead Professor/ Facilitator at 
the Emergency Management Academy 

0:33:24 
(12-02-2011) 

John Keesi 

(Alabama, US) 

Present:  Owner BubbaJohn Seafood LLC. Located in 
Alabama 

0:18:24 
(01-03-2011) 

  Total time 

Average time 

3:42:18 

0:44:28 
Source: Own creation 

Advantages and limitations of key informant interviews 

There were several advantages of the key informant interviews. One advantage being that the 

researcher was able to develop a relationship with the respondents through the interview 

process, which thus created a free flow of information. These connections also gave the 

researcher a way to further request and clarify information following the interview via email. 

Furthermore the interviews gave access to a broader network of key informants through 

respondent recommendations.   

A disadvantage in relation to the key informant interviews was the litigation process which 

was unfolding in the US due to the oil spill. This meant that many internal potential 

respondents declined interviews based on legal advice due to fear of ramifications. 

Furthermore selecting the “right” key informants to represent diverse backgrounds and 

viewpoints was difficult, not only due to the legal aspects but also because there was a 

magnitude of ad-hoc organisations involved in the response, which meant it was hard to 

identify people responsible for communication efforts. It is however believed that the key 
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informants who participated in the research gave a good representation of the various 

stakeholder positions. 

1.7.3 Chapter outline and Structure  
The thesis structure is shown below in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 – Thesis Structure  
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2 Overview of social media  
This chapter providers the reader with a short overview of various social media tools and 
their functions.  
 

2.1 Social media tools 
A networked society is proliferating. Facebook these days have around 600 million active 

users18 with the number set to rapidly increase whilst Twitter is a network of 200 million 

users19. These are just two examples of how communications are getting more two way 

online, rapidly through social media channels. A timeline (Figure 4) below shows a depiction 

of how communications has changed through the ages, starting with the postal service to now 

in the 20th century where online communications are increasing through the start up of many 

thriving online network communities.  

Figure 4 - A Timeline of Social Media  

 
Source: Own creation based on Carton, S 2009, ‘A (somewhat incomplete) Timeline of Social Media’, idfive, viewed on 8 April, 

<http://attentionscan.com/2009/07/social-media-timeline/> 

Since the turn of the 20th century the web has evolves from a one way communication 

platform to an interactive fast paced, two way social communication system available to 

anyone with an internet connection and a connected device. This change affects all aspects of 

crisis communication, from speed, to reach to impact. For that reason it is a pivotal part of 

crisis communications, which is identified and reflected upon within this thesis.  

                                                            
18 Carlson, N 2011  
19 Shiels, M 2011 
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In order for the reader to gain an understanding of common social media tools Table 3 

provides a brief description of the common tools and their functions.  

Table 3 - Types of Social Media Tools and Their Functions 
 

Blogs 
 

 

Short for weblog, a type of website that is updated frequently; written 
in a conversational tone and contains regular entries of commentary; 
descriptions of events or other material 

 
 

 

Podcasts 
 

Web-based audio and/or video content made available on the Internet 
for downloading to a personal audio player 

 
 

 

Social Networking Sites 
(Facebook, MySpace, etc.) 

 

Online communities that allow users to connect, interact, and exchange 
information with those who share interests and/or activities 

 
 

 

Microblogs 
(Twitter, Plurk, etc.) 

 

Form of blogging that allows users to write brief text updates (usually 140 
characters) and to publish them so that their network can view and 
comment on them 

 
 

 

Wikis 
 

Collaborative web page or collection of web pages that allow all users 
to contribute or modify content 

 
 

 

Widgets 
 

Piece of self-contained code (a small application) that can be embedded 
into a website or program to perform a specific function 

 
 

 
 

Social Bookmarking 
(Delicious, Digg, etc.) 

 
 

Sites in which a virtual community exchanges links to content and stores 
links for future use 

 
 

 

RSS Feeds 
 

Short for Real Simple Syndication; a file that contains frequently updated 
information (such as news headlines or blog posts) that can be subscribed 
to using programs called feed readers or aggregators 

 
 

 

Image/Video Sharing Sites 
(Flickr, YouTube, etc.) 

 

User-generated sites that allow people to upload pictures or videos and 
then view and comment on the uploaded content of others 

 
 

 

Internet Forums 
 

Also called message boards; online discussion sites in which users can 
discuss issues, exchange information, and share views 

 
 

 

Mobile Websites 
 

Websites geared for mobile devices 

 
 

Source: Own creation based on Round Table on Social Media and Risk Communication During Times of Crisis: Strategic Challenges and Opportunities 

(2009). Security Directors Report. 

3 Case study information 
In this chapter the case will be introduced to the reader from a communications perspective 
followed by a summary and conclusion.  
 

3.1 General Information about BP 
BP Plc. (‘BP’) is one of the worlds’ largest energy companies, providing its customers with 

fuel for transportation, energy for heat and light, retail services and petrochemical products 

for everyday items. BP is an international company, marketing its products in more than 80 

countries and operates 22,400 gas stations worldwide. BP is the largest oil and gas producer 

in the US and also a top refiner, with stakes in 16 refineries, processing 4 million barrels of 

crude oil per day. The company operates two segments: Exploration and Production as well as 

Refining and Marketing20. 

                                                            
20 Hoovers, 2011 
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BP has taken steps in recent years to spruce up its image. The changed logo, a flowery pastel 

helix, beams earthy friendliness while the company's current tagline — "Beyond Petroleum" 

— expresses its desire to diversify into sustainable, greener energy. Reality, however, is not 

that easily changed. BP was, is and probably always will be an oil company which makes its 

money exploring, producing, refining and selling oil. Its safety record has not been one of the 

cleanest.  

• In 2001 the company violated clean air regulation; BP paid a $10 million fine 

• In 2005 an explosion at the Texas City refinery killed 15 workers; BP was fined $87 

million  

• In 2006, due to corroded pipelines one million litres of oil spilled in Prudhoe Bay, 

Alaska; BP was fined $20 million.21  

Despite its past profile none of BPs past crises or accidents could overshadow the 2010 BP 

Gulf of Mexico oil spill which was an unprecedented disaster of sheer magnitude and 

catastrophe which no doubt will be a landmark case for years to come.  

This chapter provides a short overview of the major events which occurred subsequent to the 

BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill, from a communications point of view.  

3.2 The BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill  
On the evening of April 20th, 2010, the Macondo 252 well, roughly 70 km off the coast of 

Louisiana experiences a catastrophe blowout, causing a major explosion, fire and subsequent 

sinking of the offshore drilling rig Deepwater Horizon, which was owned by Transocean and 

was under lease to BP. The fire and explosion caused the deaths of 11 people aboard the unit, 

and the blowout resulted in a disastrous oil spill 1.400 meters below the surface of the ocean, 

leading to an unprecedented oil spill. The lack of human access and enormous pressures 1.400 

meters below the ocean’s surface complicated the response to the disaster. Major technical 

challenges arose in the face of solutions to control the wellhead as they were developed.  The 

continuous discharge of large quantities of oil from the well for almost three months caused a 

spill of national significance.22 

BP was successful in securing the wellhead on July 15, 2010, and sealing the well on 

September 19, 2010.23 The spill caused extensive damage to marine and wildlife habitats as 

                                                            
21 Vetter, J., Konja, B., Ungar, P. 2010  
22 Baron, G 2010 
23 United States Coast Guard, 2011 
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well as the Gulf’s fishing and tourism industries. The U.S. Government named BP as the 

responsible party, and officials committed to holding the company accountable for all cleanup 

costs and other damages.  

The precise causes of this accident are largely unknown and there is loud debate about what 

exactly went wrong with the Transocean Deepwater Horizon. However the press release from 

the Oil Spill Commission24 stated: “The Macondo well blowout was the product of human 

error, engineering mistakes, and management failures” and “Errors and misjudgements by 

three major oil drilling companies – BP, Halliburton25, and Transocean – played a key role in 

the disaster”. However BP early on assumed responsibility as they were the operator of the 

field. 

3.3 Spill flow rates  
The spill flow rates varied throughout the response causing much frustration and anger in the 

public. At first, two days after the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig sank on April 22, the Coast 

Guard and BP estimated the volume of oil leaking from the well was 1,000 barrels per day. 

On April 27th SkyTruth.org founder John Amos released the first independent estimate of the 

leak based on satellite images, saying the spill rate could be 5,000 to 20,000 barrels per day. 

Internal analysis completed by BP April 30 said the rate could be as high as 14,000 barrels. 

On May 13 three other independent estimates put the daily spill rate at 20, 000 to 100,000 

barrels. Eventually a team of government scientists designated to estimate the flow rate put it 

at 53,000 to 62,000 barrels per day.26 This constantly fluctuating and increasing spill flow rate 

caused the public to think BP was downplaying the severity of the situation, especially 

considering the higher flow rates were given by independent estimates, therefore resulting in 

much distrust and animosity.  

3.4 Multi-agency collaboration  
Due to the severity of the spill, the complexity of response efforts and the potential impact on 

public health and the environment, this incident required extraordinary coordination amoung 

Federal, State, local and industry players. To help in this multi agency response a National 

Response Team – Joint Information Center model (‘NRT JIC Model’) (used for the past 20 

years for hundreds of responses) was put into motion on the 22nd of April by the Coast Guard 

and BP. Under the NRT JIC Model, all the media relations staff (Federal, State, Local, and 

                                                            
24 Cohen, D 2011 
25 Production casing for the rig was installed and cemented by Halliburton Energy Services. 
26 Fowler, T 2011 
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industry including BP) are located in the same room at the Incident Command Posts and craft 

the public affairs message. The aim of this is to streamline the message through providing 

‘one message, many voices’. Unified Command (‘UC’) was also established. UC linked 

response organisations at leadership level, thus providing a forum for those identities to make 

joint decisions. Various jurisdictions and agencies and non government respondents worked 

together throughout the incident to create and maintain an integrated response system. By 

having such a structure in place response information tended to be facts with a minimum of 

message strategy, positioning, or spin27.  

After the initial UC Joint Information Center (‘JIC’) was established in Robert, Louisiana, a 

team of social media experts were assembled primary from the Coast Guard but also from the 

US Navy. These JIC members set up on the Deepwater Horizon Response website (launched 

April 22nd) the Twitter account28, Facebook page29, Flickr page and YouTube feeds through a 

template which the company PIER Systems had developed for Coast Guard emergency 

purposes, which incorporated such social media sites directly into homepage design.  

The Deepwater Horizon Response website was the focal point for JIC response 

communications, with social media serving as a vital support role. When significant new 

information was available for release it was prepared in a PIER document and published to 

the website. The staff running the Twitter and Facebook accounts then would ‘Tweet’ the 

headline or write on the facebook page the brief summary and provide a link back to the 

document on the main site. This enabled the social media community to get a continual 

stream of relevant, updated information from the response agencies whilst enabling those 

interested to access more details on the published documents.30 

This site was active until the end of September 2010, when the site was changed to 

restorethegulf.gov which was subsequently run by government entities.  

3.5 BPs online communications  
BP management decided to use their company website bp.com as the company’s voice for the 

response rather than launch an incident specific site. This was likely done based on the 

concern that continuing more routine business use of the bp.com site may seem like a form of 

denial or dismissal of the significance of the event. Therefore a section of the corporate site 

                                                            
27 Final Action Memorandum – Incident Specific Preparedness Review (ISPR) Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, 2011 
28 twitter.com/oil_spill_2010 
29 facebook.com/deepwaterhorizonresponse 
30 Baron, G 2010 
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was/is dedicated to the event and how BP is managing it (which was made at the onset of the 

crisis) and was titled ‘Gulf of Mexico response’ (now ‘Gulf of Mexico Restoration’). 

BP worked hard to make sure that when something was put on the BP website or any other 

channel it was made available on the JIC site. All other agencies working in the JIC also 

worked hard to align their communications to the JIC in order to keep the message 

streamlined31.  

The first social media tool used for crisis communications was the Twitter account. Before the 

oil spill BP America’s Twitter page had few tweets monthly, just broadcasting information 

sporadically.32 And even though the explosion took place on April 20th, BP did not give its 

first tweet on the disaster until April 27th, simply stating:   

Figure 5 – BPs first tweet regarding the oil spill 
 

 
 

Source: http://twitter.com/bp_america 

However since BPs first tweet on the oil spill, it has used Twitter on a daily basis to send 

updates on what it was and still is doing in the Gulf in relation to the spill.  

The BP America Facebook page followed similar suit to Twitter. Prior to the explosion there 

was little activity on the page (which was launched in June, 2009). It only started to be used 

as an information source for stakeholders regarding the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill and 

response efforts from May 2nd, with the first message on the wall providing details to a hotline 

on help with recovery efforts.  

 Figure 6 – BPs first facebook comment regarding the oil spill
 

 
 

Source: http://www.facebook.com/BPAmerica 

                                                            
31 Interview with Neil Chapman on 3/2‐2011 
32 As Neil Chapmen said during the interview with the researcher Appendix 6. 
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BP has since posted updates on its Facebook page everyday concerning the spill and 

sometimes answers comments posted on the wall. Commenting is allowed, but BP does 

however censor non-constructive dialogue and profound language33.  

An official BP YouTube channel34 was made on the 18th of May, where various video clips 

were published showcases BP’s latest responses to the oil spill. Videos are sorted in 

categories: Latest on BPs  Response, Beaches & cleanup, claims and economy, health and 

safety, restore environment and wildlife. Again comments can be ‘disallowed’ if BP deems 

them inappropriate. BP does every once and a while comment on posts. 

On the 20th of May live video feeds were published on the BP site. It was decided after 

political pressure from Representative Ed Markey of Massachusetts that BP would provide 

feeds from all Remotely Operated Vehicle submarines (ROVs), just to make sure no 

disruptions, editing, curtailment of delivery would occur.  Rep. Ed Markey criticized BP for 

not broadcasting these feeds to the public sooner as the ROVs were implemented on April 21-

22nd35.  The ROV footage was subsequently placed on BPs YouTube channel.  

An official BP flickr channel36 was made late May, where various pictures were published of 

latest response efforts. First picture published was on May 26, 2010. Also on this day, when it 

became clear that oil would come onshore, BP quickly implemented four interrelated state 

sites; one made for each of the affected states Alabama37, Florida38, Louisiana39 and 

Mississippi40.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
33 http://www.facebook.com/#!/BPAmerica?sk=app_6009294086 
34 youtube.com/bp 
35 Baron, G 2010 
36 flickr.com/bpAmerica 
37 bp.com/Alabama 
38 bp.com/Florida 
39 bp.com/Louisiana 
40 bp.com/Mississippi 
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Figure 5 – BPs YouTube and flickr channel  

 

 

Source: http://www.youtube.com/bp Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/bpamerica 

 

On the 5th of June BP bought “oil spill” related search terms in order to manage the message; 

top search terms sent the public to the corporate page.  

3.6 Senior leadership 
The BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill generated unprecedented and protracted media coverage. 

Coupled with genuine concern over the ability to contain the oil and control the Macondo 

well and the potential long term impacts, every level of Government, from the Office of the 

President to elected local officials, was heavily involved with the incident. The size, 

complexity and duration of the incident contributed to the continued involvement of senior 

leadership throughout its duration.  

With BP having immense trouble capping the well or even mitigating the spill within the first 

couple of months, pressure mounted on President Obama to act. The Republicans were 

critical of the Presidents performance during the spill calling this ‘Obama’s Katrina.’ The 

public was also becoming sour over the government seeming to be taking a back seat in the 

response or running the response with BP which was viewed by the public as an operation 

between the cops and the crooks. Therefore President Obama started adopting an increasingly 

hostile tone towards BP calling it ‘the responsible party’ not taking his ‘boots off BPs throat’ 

and looking for those ‘whose ass to kick.’41 A PR strategy change also occurred with 

President Obama on the 27th of May holding a press conference where he announced that the 

federal government was in charge all along. At about this same time, the BP communication 

leaders who had been part of the Unified Command JIC leadership were told they were not 

                                                            
41 Vetter, J., Konja, B., Ungar, P, 2010  
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welcome anymore. Prior to this, following standard JIC and Unified Command procedures, 

command representatives from all parties in Unified Command stood together at a Unified 

Command press briefing42. Preceding this event the JIC model was also changed with a 

‘National Response Framework – External Affairs Annex #15,’ which lead to the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) being the lead agency during the response.  

On May 29th the Top Kill, the most expensive method of plugging the hole and the method 

painted as having the best odds of stopping the leak short of waiting three months for a relief 

well to be made failed. The Government reacted to the public frustration of yet again another 

failed attempt by stating ‘we will not relent...until the waters and shores are cleaned up and 

the people unjustly victimised by this man-made disaster are made whole.’ This was 

understood by the market to mean the company was in big trouble and therefore would be 

asked to pay. Thus the share price fell by an astonishing 17% in one day.43  

In the US, the spill became increasingly political issue with the Republicans putting on the 

pressure to the current administration with the US Government’s answer subsequently to 

declare that BP was to pay for everything.    

BP did not only suffer reputation loss due to mistrust and animosity for their lack of ability 

for many months to stop the spill or towards having a past unfortunate series of high profile 

events that preceded this event. BP also lost reputation due to the CEO who was the visible 

representation of the company, actions and mannerisms not complimenting that of the US 

public. Table 4 below lists some of the CEOs notable gaffs. 

Table 4 - Tony Hayward’s notable gaffs 

April 29, 2010  
 
After the Gulf Coast oil spill occurred, The New York Times reported that Hayward said to fellow BP 
executives, "What the hell did we do to deserve this?" 
  
May 14, 2010 
 
"the Gulf of Mexico is a very big ocean. The amount of volume of oil and dispersant we are putting into it is 
tiny in relation to the total water volume."  
 
May 18, 2010  
 
"I think the environmental impact of this disaster is likely to be very, very modest," Hayward told reporters. 
That same day, when asked about whether he was able to sleep at night in light of the oil spill's disastrous 
effects, he replied, "Of course I can." 
 

 

                                                            
42 Baron, G. 2010  
43 BBC News 2010 
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Table 4, continued - Tony Hayward’s notable gaffs 

May 31, 2010  
 
Hayward told reporters, "The first thing to say is I'm sorry." However, he continued, "We're sorry for the 
massive disruption it's caused their lives. There's no one who wants this over more than I do. I would like my 
life back."  
 
June 4, 2010  
 
In his first interview with investors and analysts since the spill, the gaffe-prone executive didn't fail to deliver 
a one-liner for which he's become infamous. In response to his handling of the poor press, he said, "I'm a 
Brit, I can take it."  
 

Source: Snyder, B 2010 

Due to such gaffs which consequently tarnished communication efforts and lead to much 

distrust in the company it was mutually agreed that for the sake of public communications 

within the future CEO Tony Hayward would resign on July 27, 2010. Tony Hayward was 

replaced by an American executive in charge of the Gulf Coast Restoration Organisation, Bob 

Dudley, in October of 2010.  

3.7 Summary and conclusion 
In this chapter the researcher recapped on the events which unfolded during the spill from a 

communications perspective. BP was deemed the responsible party which meant they were 

responsible for all clean up costs as said by President Obama and his administration. 

Furthermore as the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill  was regarded as a spill of national 

significance this meant a vast multi agency response between  federal, state, local and 

industry (including BP) bodies. Such a response increased the pressure on communication 

efforts as the spill went on and things became more bureaucratic. Both President Obama and 

his administration as well as BPs CEO Tony Hayward felt the pressure of the ongoing crisis 

and reacted in differently ways, which impacted on the response communication efforts. 

In relation to the multi agency response a JIC was set up to manage the flow of information 

between the identities operating under the JIC, as to provide a streamlined message to the 

public. This meant setting up joint communication channels such as social media channels 

where JIC members would provide information to the social media community. As BP was 

part of the JIC the organisation helped communicate response efforts through these 

communication channels whilst also via their own communication channels. 

 BP used social media tools such as Twitter and Facebook periodically to broadcast 

information before the response, not really being active in the social media community. 

However once the crisis hit they ramped up their social media use, and became active in the 

social media community, through repositioning their facebook/twitter page to reflect response 
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channels for the crisis and  created a YouTube and  Flickr account. Such channels provided an 

immense amount of information and was and still is updated daily, notifying the social media 

community of response efforts.  

4 Theoretical framework 
This chapter provides an overview of crisis communications and social media theories, 
followed by a discussion and summary. The presented theories are used as a foundation for 
discussion of empirical findings presented within the thesis.  
 
 

The literature on crisis management is fragmented, as people write about crises from very 

different perspectives. Authors often focus on their specialities and fail to make connections 

to ideas and concepts developed in other specialities. In turn, this fragmentation prevents a 

fuller understanding of crisis management gained by integrating the various perspectives 

(Coombs, 2007 a,b). To further this notion is the fact that the use of the internet is evolving as 

a corporate communication tool but little is known about the actual use of the internet in a 

crisis.  

This review of theory examines research in the areas of crisis communications and social 

media thereby providing direction as well as an overall framework for the basis of this 

quantitative and qualitative study. Key concepts are defined and background is provided to 

support the research question.  

4.1 The concept of crisis 
The term crisis evokes a sense of threat, urgency, and destruction, often on a monumental 

scale. Crisis suggests an unusual event of overwhelming negative significance that carries a 

high level of risk, harm, and opportunity for further loss. For a business, a crisis is anything 

with the potential to cause sudden and serious damage to its employees, reputation, or bottom 

line. Fearm-Banks (2007)  elaborates upon this, stating that a crisis affects the organisation, 

company, or industry as well as its public, products, services, or good name. She explains that 

crisis interrupts normal business transactions and can sometimes threaten the existence of an 

organisation. 

Fagerli and Johansen (2003) goes on to clarify that crisis does not necessarily mean casualties 

or personal injuries by the hundreds with devastating effects. A crisis may also be the result of 

some undesirable, and often banal, situation that may have a negative impact on the 

organisation in some respect. Thereby stating that something which affects a small and 
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isolated part of an organisation, may not constitute a major crisis. A major crisis is something 

that cannot be completely contained within the walls of an organisation. A crisis can by this 

definition be a strike, terrorism, a fire, a boycott, product tampering, product failure, or 

numerous other events.  

The researcher found that within academic literature there is not one definition which is used 

primarily to define a crisis. However looking at the definitions and perspectives by a varied 

array of scholars44 the researcher found several factors that complicate and add to the 

complexity of a crisis:  

• Time-sensitive situation 

• Multiple organisations involved in the crisis 

• Lack of necessary crisis related information, resulting in ambiguity toward crisis 

evidence, the organisations intentions and its responsibility for the crisis 

• A crisis is dynamic and might well evolve in unforeseen directions over time, 

sometimes resulting in additional crises for an organisation to handle  

4.2 The crisis life cycle 
The extent to which people plan and prepare for emergencies is partly a function of where 

they are in a crisis lifecycle. Several scholars have demonstrated that crises are composed of 

fixed stages, which make up the crisis life cycle.  These different stages require different 

responses, hence understanding such stages helps to apply the right response to the given 

stage45.  

The three-stage approach is most commonly used to separate the events surrounding a crisis, 

according to various scholars Birch (1994), Guth (1995), Mitchell (1986), Richardson (1994) 

and Seeger et al. (2003). The first stage (a) precrisis includes crisis preparation and planning, 

where the organisation remains until a crisis is triggered; (b) crisis includes the trigger event 

and ensuing damage; and (c) postcrisis includes learning and resolution, which then informs 

the following precrisis stage. Until another crisis occurs the organisation sits in a precrisis 

stage. This macro approach to crisis management furthers the notion of a crisis cycle. If an 

organisation again finds itself in the stages of precrisis, crisis and postcrisis, it will 

subsequently find itself in a precrisis, only better equipped to prepare for another crisis46. 

                                                            
44 Birch, 1994; Guth, 1995; Mitchell, 1986; Richardson, 1994; Seeger et al.,2003 
45 Coombs, WT 2007a  
46 Coombs, WT 2007b 
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Whilst being more knowledgably about its capacity to manage the next crisis. The three-stage 

approach will be the crisis lifecycle used in discussion throughout the thesis. 

4.3 Theory-building in classical crisis communication 
 A few renowned scholars; Benoit (1995), Coombs (1995) and Ware & Linkugal (1973) have 

spent a great portion of their careers examining the rhetoric an individual or organisation uses 

when a crisis occurs. Most of this initial research was based on post-hoc, discourse analysis 

instead of in-depth, primary information.  

In this early research, many researchers suggested strategies organisations or individuals 

might employ when faced with a crisis, but most of these strategies were in list form and 

limited to post-event analysis in specific case studies. While helpful, such case studies limited 

the scope of research. This resulted in a gap in research on how stakeholders react to crisis or 

to the crisis response strategies used to manage a crisis47.   

A number of more recent scholars have begun to employ quantitative and experimental 

research to test various aspects of crisis response strategies and further develop theory. One of 

the most prominent outcomes of this research is Coombs development of Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory (‘SCCT’).  

4.4 Situational Crisis Communication Theory 
In 2007 Coombs published a compilation of his work describing the development and 

application of SCCT. This work built upon previous studies and suggested a prescriptive 

model for crisis managers. In SCCT, the three factors that create a potential threat to an 

organisation’s reputation are: the organisations responsibility for the crisis, its crisis history 

and its prior relational reputation. Coombs theory suggests that the degree to which the public 

attributes responsibility for a crisis to an organisation is one of the most important underlying 

elements for practitioners to consider when drafting their response to a crisis. 

Coombs (2007 a,b) suggests that the type of crisis situation (victim, accident, and intentional), 

is a frame that shapes how stakeholders interpret the situation. Figure 7 provides a short 

definition of these crises.  

 

 

                                                            
47 Coombs, WT 2007 
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responsibility.’ Table 5 defines the primary and secondary crisis response strategies used in 

SCCT.   

Table 5 – SCCT crisis response strategies 
 

Primary crisis response strategies  

Deny  

(Seek to eliminate 

crisis responsibility)  

 

Attack the 

accuser 

Crisis manager confronts the person or group claiming 

something is wrong with the organisation. 

Denial Crisis manager asserts that there is no crisis 

Scapegoat: Crisis manager blames some person or group outside of the 

organisation for the crisis 

Diminish 

(Seek to minimise 

the crisis 

responsibility) 

Excuse Crisis manager minimises organisational responsibility by 

denying intent to do harm and/or claiming inability to control the 

events that triggered the crisis. 

Justification Crisis manager minimises the perceived damage caused by the 

crisis 

Rebuild 

(Seek to repair the 

reputation)  

Compensation Crisis manager offers money or other gifts to victims 

Apology Crisis manager indicates the organisation takes responsibility for 
the crisis and asks stakeholders for forgiveness. 

 

Secondary crisis response strategies   

Bolstering  Reminder Tell stakeholders about the past good works of the organisation 

Ingratiation Crisis manager praises stakeholders and/ or reminds them of 

past good works by the organisation 

 Victimise Crisis managers remind stakeholders that the organisation is a 

victim of the crisis too 

Source: Own creation based on Coombs, WT 2007 b, Ongoing Crisis Communication; Planning, Managing, and Responding. 2 ed. Sage Publications, 
California. 

The general notion in SCCT is that the deny response represents a set of strategies that claim 

either no crisis occurred or that the accused organisation has no responsibility for the crisis. 

The diminish response reflects a set of strategies that attempt to alter the publics attribution by 

re-framing how the public should interpret the crisis. Crisis managers might try to place 

distance between organisation and responsibility for the crisis. The rebuild response 

encompasses a set of strategies that seek to improve the organisations image in some way. 

Crisis managers might encourage the public to judge the organisation more positively or less 

negatively.  

Coombs (2007 a,b) emphasizes that the deny posture should be used for rumour and challenge 

crises, when possible. SCCT urges managers not to mix deny strategies with either diminish 

or rebuild strategies as they will erode the effectiveness of the overall response49. 

                                                            
49 Coombs, WT 2007  



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | 28  
 

The central tenet of SCCT, which is derived from attribution theory50, is that crisis managers 

need to begin by assessing the reputation threat attached to the crisis and accept greater levels 

of responsibility as the reputational threat intensifies. Evidence suggest that high levels of 

apparent responsibility for stimulating the crisis increase the likelihood that the public will 

develop and act upon, negative perceptions of the organisation51. This can manifest into a lack 

of purchase intent and support for the organisation.  A complete overview of SCCT is 

presented in Figure 8, crisis situation model of SCCT.  

Figure 8 – Crisis Situation Model for SCCT 
 

 
 

Source: Coombs, WT 2007b, ‘Protecting organisational reputations during a crisis: The development and application of situational crisis 
communication theory’, Corporate Reputation Review, vol. 10, pp.1-14.  

4.4.1 SCCT strengths and limitations 
The SCCT findings created a new path for crisis research by demonstrating that not only can 

crisis response strategies be developed, but speculates which strategies will be most effective 

in mitigating reputational damage caused by a crisis.  However the stipulation of success is 

ultimately determined upon the framing.  Crisis managers use the crisis response strategies to 

establish a frame or to reinforce an existing frame however in most cases, the news media is 

the final arbitrator of the crisis frames. Therefore it is very important that managers do their 

utmost to present ‘their side of the story’ to the news media. One limitation is crises that 

transpire predominately online, which in today’s environment are an increasingly prominent 

occurrence. For online crises, people posting crisis information to the internet create the 

frames.  The people who post to the internet about crisis include, but not limited to, the 

organisation, influential bloggers, critics of the organisation and crisis victims.  

                                                            
50 Weiner, B 1985 
51 Coombs and Holladay 1996, 2002  
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4.5 Digital environment for crisis management 
Crises create extreme demands for information from the public52. Historically, publics have 

turned to broadcast media for immediate crisis information and print media for more in-depth 

crisis analysis. The media was seen as the hub for information transpire, creating a ‘one-to-

many’ model of communications. Under this communications platform, the media determined 

whether the information it received was newsworthy and credible and, if it was published, the 

audience had little opportunity to respond.  These days the internet has changed the 

dimensions of communication rapidly, from a one-to-many to a many-to-many model of 

public relations, where companies and their stakeholders have a direct line to one another 

without a gatekeeper (i.e. the  media).  This is shown below in Figure 9. 

Figure 9 – Models of public relations 

 

   

One-to-Many Model of Public Relations 

 

  

Many-to-Many Model of Public Relations 

Source: González-Herrero, A & Smith, S 2008, ‘Crisis Communications Management on the Web: How Internet-Based Technologies are Changing the 
Way Public Relations Professionals Handle Business Crises’, Journal of Contingencies & Crisis Management, vol.16, no.3, pp. 143-153.  

Many communication managers are reluctant to create additional risk by communicating via 

the internet, ‘many to many’ dialogue, during a crisis53. However Edelman (1998) asserts that 

technology has created a ‘new generation of crisis response’ where the immediacy of the 

news allows for ‘no grace period designated as ‘response time’ in a crisis situation54. With 

Perry et al. (2003) stating that “risk is not so much inherent in opening up communication 

about crisis via the internet; rather, risk is inherent in the way that the organisation 

responds” as is evident in Coombs SCCT.  

                                                            
52 Seeger et al. 2003.  
53 González‐Herrero, A & Smith, S 2008 
54 Perry, DC, Taylor, M & Doerfel, ML 2003 
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4.6 Social Media 
In times of crisis, as research shows, organisations are expected to communicate intensely 

with stakeholders and the more authentic, transparent the message, the better55. This is where 

the prevalence of the media of online talk and interaction (aka. social media) comes into play. 

Social Media is the idea of a platform that encompasses both social media components and 

public communication channels such as; Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, blogs, forums, and 

Wiki’s etc. among numerous audiences. Ultimately, it is a technological product of 

collaboration of shared community based interaction and exchanges56. The major difference 

in capabilities between traditional media and social media platforms is the two-way integrated 

exchange of communication.  

 In this new environment, Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) asserts that “trust is the new 

currency and people expect authentic transparent conversation in a human voice, not 

company messages delivered in a corporate tone”. Increasingly audiences are using their own 

voices to express opinions to peers through blogs and social networks etc. Such changes have 

resulted in a new, more dynamic communications ecosystem where information changes 

hands at record speed and local issues can become global instantly. How companies approach 

this new ecosystem can dramatically change the outcome of a corporate crisis.  

Companies can use social media to engage with customers, verify and counter allegations and 

be a 24/7 source of communication to visibly interact and show that the organisation cares. 

During a crisis, stakeholders can be filled with anxiety, panic, hate, and trust or concern, all of 

which will spread through the internet when they seek information and answers. If an 

organisation is actively involved with an online presence depicting concern they can mitigate 

rumours and get the facts out. 

Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) states that; the internet, including social media tools, can 

act as either a ‘facilitator’ of a crisis or a ‘trigger’ of a crisis. Acting as a facilitator, the 

internet simply “becomes an additional channel for discussion of events that already occur in 

the real world”, meaning it would have the same role as the mainstream media. The only 

difference is, crises spread more quickly and widely online than in mainstream media57.  

                                                            
55 Coombs 2007; Birch, 1994; Guth, 1995; Mitchell, 1986; Richardson, 1994; Seeger et al.,2003 
56 Youhas, DK 2009 
57 González‐Herrero, A & Smith, S 2008 
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The internet acts as a ‘trigger’ when the crisis would not have happened without the internet. 

These crises include those that begin by rumours, hacking, false websites and cyber-terrorism.  

Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) says that there is a debate among authors about whether 

the Internet is a ‘facilitator’ or a ‘trigger,’ but from a corporate communication perspective, 

the debate is negligible. Either way, communicators must realise that ‘the word of mouse’ has 

the capability to affect crises tremendously and therefore should be incorporated into crisis 

plans.  

 

‐ “Nothing prepares you for change better than the awareness of what you can do, and 

cannot do, about it” (Goodman, 2001). 

 

4.7 Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith crisis communication model for a digital ecosystem 
Since most literature on crisis communication is case study-based, the development of 

sophisticated approaches has only just begun. Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) has 

proposed a four step symmetrical model for crisis communication management, addressing 

the usage of social media.  

The Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith model was the only one found in academic literature which 

focused on using social media as a focal communication point before, during and after a 

crisis. The model follows a life cycle approach (birth, growth, maturity and decline), which 

demands management procedures for each respective phase. The management procedures 

identified are: Issues management, Planning Prevention, Crisis and Post-Crisis management. 

Within such ‘procedures’ is a descriptive list of social media actions which need to be taken. 

Figure 10 below illustrates this model and describes which actions should be taken during 

each stage.  
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Figure 10 – Phases of the crisis management model and implications for the new digital ecosystem
 

 
 

Source: Source: González-Herrero, A & Smith, S 2008, ‘Crisis Communications Management on the Web: How Internet-Based Technologies are 
Changing the Way Public Relations Professionals Handle Business Crises’, Journal of Contingencies & Crisis Management, vol.16, no.3, pp. 143-153.  

4.7.1 Issue Management 
The issues management the first stage that involves identifying, tracking, and managing 

potential conflicts. The use of the internet as a monitoring and issue management tool has 

been studied since the mid 90’s. With various academics58 indicating how online databases , 

web pages and other online resources can be useful when looking for emerging issues and 

problems. This can help corporations to adjust policies and actions before a crisis occurs. It is 

therefore becoming more vigilant, as the use of the internet proliferates, to practice issue 

management online within crisis communications. It is unfortunate however that even though 

these thoughts have been realised many businesses still taunt opening up a many-to-many 

model of communications with stakeholders, especially in the occurrence of a crisis. 

Nevertheless Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) asserts that it is a must in this era where 

crises are becoming increasingly virtual that companies act, and the first step to doing this 

thoroughly is via practicing online issue management.  

Within this stage managers should assign human and economic resources to issue 

management tasks, whilst also considering whether an external agency or service can be 

helpful. Gonzalez Herrero and Smith (2008) asserts that there is a diverse array of monitoring 

and information services provided by companies like PR Newswire, Cymfony, Intelliseek, 

and Biz360 which analyse hundreds of newsgroups and blogs, and filter millions of messages 

daily. Some of these services also track print and online media coverage in search for 

                                                            
58 Thompsen (1995), Heath (1997, 1998) and Hearit (1999) 
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commentary about a specific organisation. Through such monitoring, companies can quickly 

decide how to act to adverse information whilst recognising potential problems. Although it 

isn’t rocket science companies should also insure that during this phase the team assembled 

should be fully trained in issue management within the digital environment, understanding 

clearly how things develop in the virtual world. Within this phase, the team should also draw 

a full map of online influencers showing issues of interest or concern.  

The team assembled should base their actions on issues based on their probability of 

occurrence and its possible impact on the organisation. As it is impossible to monitor and 

respond to every issue online it is important that the team analyses the importance and 

prevalence of content.   

Companies should consider introducing a corporate blog to engage with the online 

community during this phase. An active blog, made when a crisis is not in the loom, becomes 

a more trustworthy source of information once a crisis does prevail and therefore constitutes a 

solid platform for crisis communication.  

Within the issue management stage it is also important to ‘think global’ as many crises can 

transpire into global crises. Therefore having a web based communication platform which can 

incorporate various languages into the design should be sought after.  

4.7.2 Planning-prevention stage 
Planning-prevention, which is the 2nd stage, should still include monitoring the online 

environment. In addition to monitoring, the organisation should brace itself for a crisis using 

internet tools such as social media. First and foremost during this phase the team should 

consider developing the crisis manual online, as it is easier to update and maintain than hard 

copy, whilst also offering the possibility to include links to multiple sources of information 

and databases. Communication actions such as e-mail distribution and point-and click 

distribution of press material should also be available to distribute information without hassle. 

The media monitoring service used should also be checked as to whether such a service is fast 

enough to follow a crisis, especially for online media.  The team should register all possible 

domain names, including those with negative connotations, to prevent registration and use by 

activist or boycott groups.  Draft guidelines to respond to web based rumours should also be 

made.  

During this phase a company should also consider the creation of an extranet or a web-based 

wiki or team-room that could be used by the crisis management team members to obtain 
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internal information related to the crisis, guidelines, plans, news reports, statements, contact 

information etc. once a crisis occurs. The team should also create a dark site as an addition to 

the corporate website, i.e. an empty place on the internet that is fully equipped and waiting to 

be used if a crisis occurs. Such a site would be used as an effective approach to enable the 

organisation to quickly react to a crisis event by providing information online. The central 

tenet of setting up a dark site would be to provide information to public and corporate 

stakeholders about the crises, which can be updated easily. Conway et al. (2007) additionally 

points out that journalists use corporate websites to obtain or request information. A website 

with credible, comprehensive and up-to-date information enhances the corporate creditability 

and its attempt to act responsible towards stakeholders by taking the crisis seriously59. 

Therefore links to be used on the company’s web site connecting visitors to other relevant 

sites, additional information, or useful resources should also be incorporated.  

The company should look for relevant third-party organisations and individuals (e.g. 

prominent bloggers) that could act as allies and could provide a balanced view in the case of a 

negative audience debate. As Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) state it is important to build 

up these connections in advance.   

As a picture is said to be worth a thousand words, the company should also evaluate whether 

its in-house capabilities to develop graphic, video and audio files, that can be quickly 

distributed online. The company should purchase the necessary equipment or think about 

outsourcing these services, considering whether the traditional PR firm can do online PR or 

whether a separate PR firm or partner that specialise in online PR needs to be hired. Last but 

not least, the team should test the online crisis plan to become familiar with it and identify any 

faults60.  

4.7.3 Crisis 
The crisis stage involves implementing the resources that were put in place during the 

previous two stages when a crisis actually occurs. Communication should be as immediate as 

possible, while still being accurate, to avoid the organisations official message being lost 

among many internet messages.  

The organisation should use tools such as blogs, twitter and facebook to listen and respond to 

its stakeholders reactions. Traditional media tools like press releases, press conferences and 

                                                            
59 Conway, T, Ward, M, Lewis, G & Bernhardt, A 2007 
60 González‐Herrero, A & Smith, S 2008 
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video press releases should still be included in the crisis response. Along with this, the 

company should link to the crisis information (or previously ‘hidden’ –dark site) on the home 

page as soon as possible. Whilst also linking to reputable third party endorsements or to web 

sites that have favourably covered the issue. Companies should also consider using search 

engine optimisation to make the company’s website appear at the top of the search. Also the 

company should consider getting the CEO to use the internet to personally address 

stakeholders. Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) also suggest that during the crisis stage 

companies should ensure that their mainstream media and online monitoring services are fully 

aware of the crisis, or crises for that matter, and report electronically all outcomes as they 

appear.  

4.7.4 Post crisis 
In the post-crisis stage, the organisation should continue monitoring the online environment. 

The Internet and social media tools make crisis communication a continuous process. The 

organisation should continue tracking the issue by monitoring blogs, online media etc. during 

the months and possibly years to come as no more, is bad news, a one-day occurrence. In this 

era the means of the internet gives stories a ‘set in stone’ life not able to budge from public 

eye ever, easily popping back up in the media eye again, due to permanently being stored on 

the internet.  

Along with monitoring the social media sphere the company should also update the 

company’s online newsroom appropriately and define the strategies and tactics at play to 

rebuild the company’s reputation. Such tactics might include carrying out in-depth analysis of 

internet content and opinion leaders (bloggers). The organisation should also evaluate the 

crisis response, and decide how, if at all, the crisis response plan needs to be changed. Last 

but not least the company should thank those who helped the company during the crisis.  

4.7.5 Strengths and weaknesses of the Gonzales-Herrerro and Smith model 
The Gonzales-Herrerro and Smith (2008) model identifies some important managerial actions 

to take, within social media, during a crisis. It provides practitioners with a framework to 

employ in all stages of a crisis.  Thiessen and Ingenhoff61 however criticize the model, stating 

that the model is “only a descriptive assignment of managerial activities according to crisis 

phases” whilst being neither “a theoretical derived model nor holding empirically proven 

results”.  They go on to say however that the authors do proclaim a classification of 

                                                            
61 Thiessen, A & Ingenhoff, D 2011  
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communication management activities according to different crisis stages, which is the most 

basic assumption for formulating crisis communication models.  

4.8 Multidisciplinary implications for online crisis communication 
The impact of a corporate crisis cannot only adversely affect the reputation of a corporation 

and/ or its brand, but it can also tarnish an entire industry62. Therefore it is important to look at 

crisis communication not only from a micro level as exhibited in Gonzales-Herrerro and 

Smith’s (2008) model but also on a macro level. 

Conway et al. (2007) includes the macro level in their study of online crisis communications. 

Their approach looks at the implications for industry, organisation, function and individual. 

4.8.1 Implications for Industry 
Conway et al. (2007) assert that leading organisations in the industry, trade bodies and 

government must create a forum to inform, advise and manage crisis communications via the 

internet. They emphasize how collaboration is crucial to achieve an effective and productive 

approach. Whilst stating that one way to do so is via “creating a transparent, interactive, and 

responsive website, as to represent the interests of a particular industry and to become the 

“trusted” source of reference”. Although Conway et al. (2007) admit that such a suggestion 

offers many challenges it cannot be ignored in this time where social responsibility and 

corporate accountability is proliferating.   

4.8.2 Implications for Organisation 
As already covered extensively by Gonzales-Herrerro and Smith (2008) organisations need to, 

in this day and age, prepare itself for the use of social media to handle communications during 

a crisis. To recap on what Gonzales-Herrerro and Smith (2008) mention and to paraphrase 

what Conway et al. (2007) state, a dedicated team must be established to manage the web and 

to manage all online communications. This may well mean integrating marketing 

communications with all online communications. The use of specialist agencies may well be a 

necessity if in-house resources are inadequate.  

4.8.3 Implications for Functions 
Conway et al. (2007) highlight how various functions within the organisation are important to 

realise effective and efficient online crisis communication. This mainly involves 

Board/Managing Director, Corporate Communications (external and internal), Marketing, IT, 

Finance and Human Resources. With Conway et al. (2007) claiming that such organisation 

                                                            
62 Regester, M. & Larkin, J 2002  
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functions are involved to differing degrees in the whole online crisis communication process. 

Further explaining how the corporate board or managing director as well as the corporate 

communications and marketing function play a key strategic role whereby IT, finance and 

human resources are support functions. 

Conway et al. (2007) argue that online crisis communication is clearly a cross-functional 

responsibility. Where the potential of an internet crisis creates a real need in organisations for 

cross functional decision making.  

4.8.4 Implications for Individuals 
Conway et al. (2007) assert that implications at the individual level are important as the 

individuals form the entire organisation and determine its culture, which also involves 

attitudes towards technology including the internet. Such implications are particularly 

significant for those involved with managing the crisis via communicating over the internet.  

To carry out such management processes requires increased awareness and recognition of 

training at all levels. Conway et al. (2007) state that for online crisis communication 

management to be embedded at a strategic level, top management must take a lead in 

establishing it throughout the organisation. As online crisis communication is important 

across multi-disciplines it needs to be incorporated into corporate and long term strategic 

planning.  

4.9 Summary and conclusion 
The transition to a many-to-many model of public relations during a response was shown to 

be scarcely adopted as a crisis communications model to use during a crisis, with 

organisations still preferring to communicate to stakeholders via traditional methods. 

 However academics such as Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) assert that such a 

communication channel is crucial in this era where online communications are proliferating. 

With Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) providing a model identifying managerial actions to 

take within social media during a crisis. This model was the only model found in academic 

literature which focused on using social media as a focal communication point, before, during 

and after a crisis. Other models however gave other insights to further understand the crisis 

communication landscape.  

Coombs (2007 a,b) emphasised that the degree to which the public attribute responsibility for 

a crisis to an organisation is one of the most important underlying elements for practitioners 
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to consider when drafting a crisis communication response, based on this Coombs (2007 a,b) 

offers SCCT strategies for practitioners to apply to safeguard organisational reputation.   

Conway et al. (2007) further stated that online crisis communications should be looked at on a 

broader scale not only bound to the organisation, function and individuals but also on the 

industry level (macro). With Conway et al. (2007) further stating that within this era where 

social responsibility and corporate accountability is proliferating incorporating online aspects 

at the macro level is a desirable and achievable aim.  

5 The KAD model 
This chapter starts by presenting the theoretical framework and understanding for the 
introduction of the KAD model, created by the researcher. The KAD model is then presented, 
with the chapter ending with a summary and conclusion of the model.  
 

5.1 Foundation for a mesco-micro-macro- model of communications  
In communication research, scholars predominantly either relate to system theory approaches 

(macro perspective) or action theory approaches (micro perspective) in order to embed their 

empirical research. Consequently, most often studies either struggle with empirical evidence 

on the one hand or disregard structural conditions on the other. But in trying to describe and 

analyse communication conditions profoundly, especially in the field of PR, such dualism 

restricts the shaping of theoretical frameworks. Therefore, it is important to overcome such 

micro-macro dualism.  

Moreover almost any concept produces its own idea of reputation, risk or crisis. It is therefore 

hard to find common ground from which to derive sophisticated models of reputation 

management during crisis situations. 

Thiessen and Ingenhoff (2010) are one of the first to offer a model where such micro-macro 

dualism is met within the field of crisis communication. They argue that the central aim of 

crisis communication is to protect organisational reputation. But as reputation is formed over 

a long period of time, the focus of short – term crisis communication is on addressing two 

main elements of reputation: image (as single elements of reputation) and trustworthiness (as 

the key requirement to build reputation). Signalling trustworthiness and enhancing an 

organisation’s image, they say, demands more than simply finding functional communication 

strategies (micro level). The organisation must also provide organisational structures to most 

effectively communicate during crisis situations (mesco level) and consider its role as social 
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agent in society (macro level). Such a model illustrates how to look at a crisis on all three 

paradigms micro, mesco and macro, at once. This model takes the current theory out of 

certain defined boxes and places all parts of the puzzle (micro, mesco and macro) on the table 

at once to analyse as an amalgamated process of overall communications. Though such a 

model touches on some important aspects and tries to attempt to tie already valuable theories 

it fails to dive into crisis communications online presence before, during and after a crisis.  

To tie together the latter of theory surrounding crisis communication and social media the 

researcher has developed a conceptual model for online crisis communications titled: the 

KAD model after the researcher, which further attempts to adapt the theory, particularly to 

social media within crisis communication research.  Whilst also attempts to place current 

crisis communication and social media theories under one umbrella.  

5.1.1 The KAD model 
In the academic arena the link between crisis communication management and social media is 

understudied.  It is therefore hard to find sophisticated models of reputation management 

during crisis situations using social media tools.  

To demonstrate how to distinctively prevent long-term losses of reputation, through social 

media channels, the researcher has developed a theoretically derived model of social media 

use for crisis communications. Embedded in the theory by several academic scholars63, this 

model attempts to place current crisis communication and social media theories under one 

umbrella, which hasn’t been attempted by academics as of to date. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
63 Coombs  (2007a, 2007b), Gonzales‐Herrerro et al (2008), Conway et al (2007), Thiessen and Ingenhoff (2010) 
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Figure 11 – The KAD model 
 

 

Source: Own creation 

The KAD Model comprises of various points noted by several academic scholars64 which are 

discussed in the previous chapter. It attempts to give academics and practitioners alike an 

understanding of the big picture when dealing with social media for crisis communications. 

The core of the model is the management of ‘Reputation’ as this is the centrepiece of all crisis 

communication efforts. Building from Theiessen and Ingenhoff65 the model looks at three 

pillars that affect an organisation’s ability to communicate effectively through social media, 

which directly influences the reputation of the organisation. These are the Micro, Mesco and 

Macro pillars, which will be explained in further detail below. The model emphasizes that 

without the integrated support of all three pillars the social media channels will not render 

effective and thus the quality of the communications will weaken and so too will the 

reputation of the organisation. 

5.1.2 The Mesco Level  
The overarching aim of the Mesco level is to explain that prior to a crisis the organisation 

needs to be fully committed to the use of social media as a communication channel and have 

embedded it into their operations. This means there needs to be top management involvement 

and support as well as cross functional training, social media strategising and individual 

                                                            
64 Coombs (2007a, 2007b), Gonzales‐Herrerro et al (2008), Conway et al (2007), Thiessen and Ingenhoff (2010) 
65 Thiessen and Ingenhoff (2010) 
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know-how. In doing so the organisation, the functions and the individuals will have the skills 

and competences to utilise social media tools as a collective force once a crisis hits.  

Within the KAD model the Mesco level breaks down the specific actions that are needed to be 

taken as a whole in the organisation, the specific functions and on an individual level, which 

will be described in the following sections.   

Organisation 

At the organisation level, it is essential for communication professionals to design the right 

strategy for the organisation, where clear objectives for entering into social media should be 

identified. It is important to highlight that the implications at the organisational level are 

strategic and need therefore to fit into the corporate strategy.  

Social media is still a new paradigm for corporations to venture into to communicate with 

stakeholders.  One of the biggest challenges to start with is persuading senior management to 

follow a social media strategy in the absence of pure return on investment. Without making a 

generalisation, social media by its very nature is generational and there could well be a lack of 

understanding on some boards, due to the high average age of senior management66. 

Therefore to bypass fear, uncertainty, doubt or ignorance of senior management it is 

important to educate them on social media tools. Whilst also showcasing how social media 

tools can deliver solutions to real life issues which is critical to winning over the skeptics in 

senior management who are inclined to lean towards traditional communications.  

Once top management have bought into the concept they must assert the importance of these 

social media tools and allocate organisation resources towards it and consider whether an 

external agency or service could be helpful.  

Functions 

At the functional level the KAD model builds upon the work of Conway et al. (2007), further 

stating that the ownership of social media tasks should be decentralised with a cross 

functional social media taskforce in place to nurture the various departments use of social 

media tools in daily operations and during a crisis. 

The cross functional social media taskforce needs to conduct training, discuss 

opportunities/risks, update the corporate communications policy to include social media 
                                                            
66 Nickel‐Kailing, G 2009 
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engagement, and develop integrated programs across company divisions to prepare functions 

to utilise such tools in their daily practices. By having such a taskforce in place individual 

units will obtain the necessary skills and competences to utilise these tools properly and 

proficiently to communicate with stakeholders in their profession, with social media serving 

their needs just like the telephone, fax machine, cell phone and internet does.  

It is important that internally the organisation is knowledgeable and periodically uses social 

media tools. An organisation should endeavour to build an online presence in normal 

operations so that when a crisis hits its online communication platform is seen as more 

credible source of information/communication transpire. 

In preparation for a crisis the cross functional social media taskforce should also manage the 

implementation of social media tools, for crisis mode, on a functional level through:  

• Establishment of efficient cross functional; communication, collaboration and 

allocation of specific social media tasks  

• Allocation of resources 

Gonzalos Herreo and Smith (2008) provides a practical framework for this in his model 

shown earlier in Figure 10. 

Individual 

When a company starts using social media, it starts from scratch, or at the single node level67. 

The organisation needs to make connections with what will become the company’s social 

network, either by connecting to existing relationships or doing something that helps to create 

new relationships.  

What is important to realise for an organisation, is that when a stakeholder engages with the 

organisation online through social media, they aren’t engaging with ‘the organisation’, but 

instead with a single individual at the organisation.  It is therefore important that this person is 

knowledgeable of technology used and the induced environment. Whilst also understanding, 

and have been trained in the organisations strategy and judgement, in terms of social media 

use within the organisation.   

 

                                                            
67 In communication networks, a node (Latin nodus, ‘knot’) is a connection point 
    en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Node_(networking) 
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Therefore the individual implications are:   

• Acceptance of strategic and necessity of social media use (daily and for crisis 

communication) 

• Knowledge and expertise in regards to social media know-how  

5.1.3 The Micro Level 
The KAD model incorporates the rationale of Coombs (2007 a,b) situational crisis 

communication theory into the micro level of the KAD model. The researcher incorporates  

the ‘message level’ into the framework as  it is believed that no matter how strong social 

media efforts are on the mesco and the macro level (discussed later), if the underlying 

message is perceived negatively by the public, then crisis communications  will render less 

effective. Therefore in order to make sure crisis communications in every facet such as social 

media efforts are strong then a proper message strategy needs to be implemented. As every 

crisis is different Coombs (2007 a,b) suggests that in order to pick the right strategy the 

organisation needs to look at three implications, being; responsibility for the crisis, crisis 

history, and prior relationship reputation. These three implications to the response strategy 

are placed as the three quadrants of the micro level of the KAD model.  

Responsibility for crisis  

As research has shown over time increased attributions of crisis responsibility by stakeholders 

produce lower reputational scores among those same stakeholders68. With the reputation 

threat to an organisation increasing as stakeholder attributions of crisis responsibility to the 

organisation intensifies, it is important to understand and act according to what type of crisis 

has unfolded.  As earlier described SCCT has identified three crisis clusters based on 

attributes of crisis responsibility which are: victim crisis, accidental crisis and preventable 

crisis. The organisation needs to on the onset of a crisis verify which cluster they match with 

and act accordingly, meaning implementing a message strategy which has more ownership for 

the crisis as attributes for the crisis intensifies.  

Crisis History 

The KAD model further highlights the need, put forth by Coombs (2007 a,b), to identify 

whether an organisation has been involved in past crisis/crises. If the organisation has not had 

a crisis before and have had more of a clean record then a less accommodative strategy in 

dealing with the crisis could be considered (eg. Scapegoating). However if the organisation 
                                                            
68 Coombs TW & Holladay SJ, 1996, 2002,  
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has had a history of past crises than their responsibility to deal with this crisis magnifies thus 

a more accommodative strategy should be used. For instance, if the public see’s that the 

organisation has had past crisis/crises they might elicit the understanding that ‘this’ crisis is 

just one in the long chain due to the organisation not making changing to rectify such events 

accordingly, therefore much reputation can be lost. If the organisation in this instance puts 

forth a more accommodative strategy the public will acknowledge that the company is trying 

to make a change by accepting responsibility, rectifying the situation thus rebuilding their 

reputation.   

Prior Relationship Reputation  

The organisation must figure out whether prior to the crisis they had a good /bad relationship 

reputation. For instance if an organisation has had a bad relationship reputation with 

stakeholders in the past then greater crisis responsibility will occur and therefore the 

organisation will be exposed to increased indirect/direct reputation damage. On the other hand 

if the organisation has a neutral or positive relationship reputation the public will not attribute 

more than the responsibility of the crisis brought forth by the crisis type. In some cases the 

public, having a good relationship might even defend the organisations responsibility for the 

crisis.  

Research in SCCT shows that both crisis history and prior relationship reputation have 

intensifying effects on the responsibility of the crisis. With an example being that a victim 

crisis generates the same reputation threat as an accident crisis when there is a history of 

crises and /or an unfavorable prior relationship reputation.  

Therefore, to conclude this level of the KAD model the message strategy needs to be 

thoroughly analyzed by looking at the crisis responsibility, history and prior relationship 

reputation. If these three implications are not taken into account the wrong message strategy 

might be incorporated and the result will in turn lead to a decreased reputation and weakened 

crisis communication efforts.  

5.1.4 The Macro Level 
The macro level of the KAD model emphasizes that an organisation needs to develop people, 

policies & plans and practices for social media use in the event of a multi agency response 

before a crisis hits. By having such structures in place enables, to a certain extent, a more 

hassle free collaboration and communication effort. 
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People 

Employees who are responsible and qualified in social media should be part of an already 

constructed crisis management team (derived from the cross functional social media 

taskforce).  This team will be a critical aid to communication efforts as they will be working 

internally on an organisational level and  externally on a multi agency level with crisis 

communications. 

The organisation should acknowledge and plan effectively for a massive and long duration 

event by looking at; continuity, transitions and planning to meet the physical, emotional and 

personal needs of those involved in the response. Hence plans on additional response 

management personal in social media and crisis communications in general, need to be 

considered.   

Policies and Plans 

Building from Gonzales-Herrero and Smith (2008) policies on how social media is used 

periodically during operations and plans on how social media is used during a crisis should be 

made available online. Thereby the crisis communication team  can easily access them whilst 

externally specific agencies involved in the crisis can use them to view: 

• Who should be contacted in the organisation when dealing with certain social media 

tasks 

• What tools for social media use within crisis communications the organisation uses 

and are trained in  

• How social media is expected to be administered on the organisational level 

These plans can subsequently help lessen the ‘Can your organisation do this...’ question posed 

within a multi agency response, making it much easier to get the job done collectively. It also 

helps to instantly educate individuals on work process, when new people are coming in and 

out of temporary roles continually and need knowledge updates fast.  

Confidential plans for the eyes of crisis management staff should of course be placed in 

highly secure forms such as on a secure company intranet or better yet a web based response 

management system.  

Practice 

Building on Conway et al. (2007) the KAD model suggests that not only should local, state, 

federal and industry prepare for a multi agency response individually but also collectively. 
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The model emphasizes practice explicitly at the macro level, because collaboration between 

multiple organisations often creates vast challenges as agendas are rarely aligned and 

therefore it is highly important to conduct training at this level. 

The US Federal government, for instance, have practiced and prepared for oil spills through 

conducting exercises to test response capabilities where federal, state, local and industry 

participate. Such practice drills play out scenarios and educate oil spill response participants 

on the framework to be deployed to facilitate a collaborative response.  

The KAD model asserts that such training must incorporate both communicators and subject 

matter operations experts whilst also include senior leaders in the agencies and companies 

who will assume overall responsibility in a major event. The reason for leadership 

involvement, is because if top management aren’t clear on details concerning a multi agency 

crisis response then they will resort back to how they look at things (through their own 

agendas) and thus communications won’t run as effective as rendered. 

Furthermore such training should focus not only on traditional methods of communicating to 

the public but also how to communicate as a collective force through social media channels.  

As social media is a new medium to communicate through, intense training sessions should 

be made that address how and what social media tools are going to be deployed as part of the 

collective response whilst highlighting how to utilise such tools within individual agencies or 

organisations. Also crisis simultations should be inline with social media/digital components, 

so to make sure simulations hit both online and offline constituencies.  

After such training there should be a post training review. Whereby crisis procedures are 

updated as necessary and communication of changes are made to all stakeholders.  

5.2 Summary and conclusion 
The chapter starts off by presenting the theory of Thiessen and Ingenhoff (2010) which 

provides a framework for examining crisis communication on three levels: Micro, Mesco and 

Macro, to build or uphold reputation. The KAD model, developed by the researcher, hereafter 

is introduced which builds upon the mesco, micro, macro framework in the context of social 

media use within crisis communications.  

The KAD model ties together the latter of theory surrounding crisis communication and social 

media, placing such theory under ‘one umbrella’ to examine how social media should be used 

for crisis communications. The model identifies three specific areas on the micro, mesco and 
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macro level which is pivotal to the success of social media for crisis communications to 

safeguard or rebuild reputation during a crisis.  

On the mesco level the researcher identifies three levels; organisation, function and individual 

whereby efforts needs to be centered. The overall conclusion of this level is that top 

management involvement and support as well as cross functional training, social media 

strategizing and individual know-how is crucial to the success of social media at the mesco 

level. On the micro level the three levels identified are; responsibility for crisis, crisis history 

and prior relationship reputation. The KAD model asserts that in order to make crisis 

communications run smoothly which in turn affects social media, a proper message strategy 

needs to be implemented, which bears in mind all three levels. Lastly, on the macro level the 

three levels identified are; people, policies & plans and practice. The overall conclusion of 

this level is that an organization needs to develop people, policies & plans and practice for 

social media use that are designed for multi agency response before a crisis hits. By having 

these structures in place enables, to a certain extent, a more hassle free collaboration and 

communication effort.   

The model emphasizes that all three levels are dependent upon each other in order to deliver 

effective and efficient social media use for crisis communications which helps safeguard or 

rebuild reputation.  

6 Empirical Analysis and Research results 
In this chapter BPs crisis communications in relation to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill will be 
examined through empirical findings conducted via an online survey and key informant 
interviews.  
 

6.1 Survey Data 
The researcher conducted an online survey in order to obtain the public’s view on how BP 

handled the crisis. In particular, the researcher asked specific questions which yielded results 

on the use of social media for crisis communications. The survey revealed its most significant 

findings in the areas of public perception towards BP and social media usage. The survey was 

anonymous in order to obtain honest and open feedback not hindered by fear of retribution. 

The online survey was carried out from the 23rd of February to the 13th of March, 2011, and 

a total of 61 respondents answered. As defined in section 1.7 the population of the online 

survey was: ‘Social media users with an interest in the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill’. A copy of 

the questions and results is represented in APPENDIX 4. 
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6.1.1 Demographics 
The survey was filled out predominantly by North Americans (90%).  A total of 61 

respondents in total participated in the survey. The assessed respondents were primarily 

within the age group 40 – 50 (39%) with the second largest group being 30-40 year olds 

(23%). The genders of participants were 60% female and 40% male.   

Figure 12 – Respondent information 
 

Where are you based? 
 

Age? 

2%

8%

90%

0%

Australasia Europe North America South America
 

0%

20% 23%

39%

13%
5%

>13 20‐30 30‐40 40‐50 50‐60 >60  

Source: Own creation based on survey data 

6.1.2 Open responses  
Two questions within the survey prompted a written response. The first question ‘A’ received 

40 responses (66% response rate) and the second question ‘B’ received 35 responses (57% 

response rate). Therefore a total of 75 qualitative comments were received which are shown in 

APPENDIX 5. Some of these comments are embedded throughout this analysis of results.  

Figure 13 – Open enden questions 
 

A) Ideally, how would you like to see social media 

helping you access information in a time of a crisis. 

What would a company have to do? 

 

B) Please provide any additional comments regarding 

the BP Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill. 

66%

34%

Responded Did not respond
 

57%

43%

Responded Did not respond
 

Source: Own creation based on survey data 

6.1.3 Respondents’ sources of information  
Respondents were asked to identify what sources, they perceived to be useful, in obtaining 

information regarding the spill. The respondents could give the answers ‘Not at all’, ‘Little’, 

‘Somewhat’, ‘Very’ and ‘Don’t know’. The results of the question is presented below in 

Figure 14. 
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Figure 14 – Information gathering 
 

When looking for information about the Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill how useful are the following? 

 
Source: Own creation based on survey data 

Out of the respondents 68% indicated that search engines such as Google or Yahoo were 

‘very’ useful, but in order to get an overall ranking of the importance of different mediums, 

the following score calculation has been formulated. The answer ‘Not at all’ equals 0 points, 

‘Little’ equals 1 point, ‘Somewhat’ equals 2 points, ‘Very’ equals 3 points and ‘Don’t 

know’equals 0 points. Based on this scaling system the medium ‘search engine’ receives 

((5%*0) + (5%*1) + (18%*2) + (68%*3) + (3%*0)) = 2,47 points. The other mediums are 

calculated the same way, and it is found, that among the population, the importance of the 

mediums are the following: Social networks (2,48 points), Search engines (2,47 points), 

Friends (1,76 points), Blogs (1,69 points), TV (1,47 points), Newspaper (1,43 points), Family 

(1,18 points), BP Website (1,18 points) and finally Radio (0,93 points).  

This shows that social networks was the medium that was found most useful to require 

information about the oil spill, but this conclusion is obvious due to the defined population. 

However it is interesting to observe that the population also finds online mediums such as 

search engines and blogs useful in getting information, whereas the BP website actually 

scored low. Among traditional mediums TV and newspaper scored at roughly the same level, 

both a little below blogs, but radio scored significantly lower. Interesting, yet less relevant for 

the study, people found information from friends more useful than from family.  
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Although this data revealed that online communication is indeed a very important channel for 

crisis communications it can also be reflected upon that traditional means are still highly 

regarded among the defined population. Therefore it can be concluded that both one-to-many 

(traditional) and many-to-many (social media) communications go hand in hand as Coombs 

(2007 a,b), Conway et al (2007) and Gonzales-Herrero and Smith (2008). highlight. However 

several of the responses from the open ended questions highlighted how the traditional 

media’s prevalence of turning a story into ‘news’ lead to respondents not obtaining the 

information they were looking for: 

- “US mainstream press (network and cable tv) tended to focus on the sensationalism of the 

Oil Spill by only putting forth the negative situations/stories and not focusing on the 

positive efforts at the time of the spill, cleanup, and follow up. They painted BP as a money 

hungry, ignorant and out of touch company. It got so disturbing that I found myself getting 

more information from the BP Facebook Page that really gave the ongoing efforts to 

repair the accident and the people affected…” Respondent #8, B.  

This focus by traditional media on ‘making news’ also had ramifications on businesses as it 

was said to have blown things out of proportion:  

- “Having visited the “affected” area in July, I learned that the media had blown the 

situation totally out of proportion. Many local business people lost quite a bit of money 

because of the irresponsible actions of the media. People stayed away from the Gulf when 

95% of the area was perfectly safe and oil free…” Respondent # 29, B.  

Although online crisis communication efforts are observed to be of critical importance it is 

still of high importance that mangers do their utmost to present ‘their side of the story’ to the 

mainstream media.  

6.1.4 Purchase Behaviour  
Respondents were asked to identify whether purchase behavior was affected due to the BP 

Gulf of Mexico oil spill and whether they trusted comments posted on social media sites.    
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Figure 15 – Trust and buying behavior 
 

Please indicate your influence and trust towards social media in regards to the BP Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill 

 
Source: Own creation based on survey data 

Although respondents felt social networks to be a valued source of crisis information it was 

surprising to see that respondents did not believe everything they saw on these 

communication channels. Only around half (54%) of the respondents agreed that they trusted 

comments about the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill on social media sites posted by people they 

knew (family, friends, and coworkers). In comparison 21% trusted comments from people 

they didn’t know, which is seen as less surprising.  

Looking at purchasing behaviour it can be seen that 32% agree that negative comments posted 

online contributed to their consideration of not buying BP products. Furthermore 18% agree 

that positive comments posted online contributed to their consideration of buying BP 

products. It is interesting to see how negative comments affects peoples purchasing behavior 

more than positive comments (the number answering ‘disagree’ for the purchasing questions 

further highlights this).  

Some respondents stated that they weren’t buying BP petrol simply due to anger towards 

claim processes.  

- “People’s negative/positive comments about BP does not effect if I buy their products. I 

decided not to because we are getting starved out (not compensated at all), and I am not 

going to put what little bit of money I have into their pocket” Respondent #10, B. 

Another respondent stated that he/she is even more inclined to buy BP oil than before, due to 

fear of having a completely foreign company take over.  
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- “I went out of my way to buy BP gasoline. If we are going to boycott, let’s boycott Citgo, 

owned by an enemy of America; Hugo Chavez” Respondent #23, A.  

6.1.5 Respondents’ use of BP Social Media  
Respondents were asked how frequently they used particular social media channels to obtain 

information about the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill. They were able to chose from the 

following answers ‘No use’, ‘A little’, ‘Sometimes’, ‘Frequently’ or ‘Very frequently’. 

Figure 16 – Communication medium 
 

Indicate how frequently you use these communication mediums for obtaining information regarding the Gulf of 

Mexico Spill 

Source: Own creation based on survey data 

As used earlier to get an overall ranking of the importance of different mediums, the 

following score calculation has been formulated. The answer ‘No use’ equals 0 points, ‘A 

little’ equals 1 point, ‘Sometimes’ equals 2 points, ‘Frequently’ equals 3 points and ‘Very 

frequently’ equals 4 points. Based on this scaling system the social network channel 

‘facebook.com/bpAmerica’ receives: ((28%*0) + (3%*1) + (12%*2) + (18%*3) + (38%*4)) 

=  2,35 meaning that on average the respondents used this channel somewhere between 

‘Sometimes’ and ‘Frequently’. The ranking of the channels are the following: 

facebook.com/bpAmerica (2,35 points), BPs live ROV footage (1,57 points), youtube.com 

(1,12 points), RSS feeds from BP (0,28 points), twitter.com/BP_America (0,25 points) and 

flickr.com/bpAmerica (0,24 points).  
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This shows that facebook.com/BPAmerica was the most frequently used social media 

channel, but this answer is somewhat biased due to the defined population. Apart from this 

answer regarding the use of facebook.com/BPAmerica all other answers are not biased by the 

population sample. Even though the facebook.com/BPAmerica is biased due to the population 

sample, the high frequency score shows that social networks, such as facebook, are 

nonetheless important for social media users in getting and collecting information. 

Furthermore it was interesting to observe that the population ranked the social media channels 

exhibiting live footage and video as the most frequently visited. This highlights the necessity 

of interactive video footage as a communication tool. Furthermore respondents indicated that 

Flickr, Twitter and RSS feeds were not visited frequently. 

Quite a few respondents praised BP for its Facebook page and other online communications:  

- “After 20 years in the offshore oilfield I think BP did a communication job like I have 

never seen in this industry. The Facebook site was outstanding. You cannot believe how 

secretive this industry has been in the past, BP has set a new standard with the Facebook 

site.” Respondent #6, A.  

- “BP has done a phenomenal job in keeping the public up-to-date- on their websites and 

social networks, despite having been put into the role of the villain. Many companies might 

avoid the public spotlight and leave the public to interpret news media reports and blogs. 

Other companies can learn from BPs example.” Respondent #9, A. 

A number of respondents painted a different picture, so to speak, still indicating that the BP 

facebook page was a good initiative however poorly managed. With one respondent 

summarizing what many others voiced separately, that BP didn’t:  

- “1). Give unbiased information 2). Give accurate information 3). Give relevant 

information (such as water quality measuring which are nowhere to be found) 4). Allow 

people to write on their wall (whilst it’s understandable that they delete cusswords) 5). 

Keep the bullies from the site that currently bully everyone that make a slightly negative 

remark towards BP” Respondent #22, A. 

Many expressed annoyance over posting comments on BPs facebook page. Respondents felt 

bullied when expressing themselves due to regular commenter’s on the facebook page 

continually rebutting their arguments sarcastically and in force.  
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- “…Post a negative remark and they will bully you until your blood boils. After I posted 

comments on the BP Facebook I hated BP even more” Respondent #17, B. 

Much of the criticism of the social media methods being implemented by BP revolves around 

not using two-way communication, not involving itself and its stakeholders in a conversation, 

but rather simply broadcasting messages, providing updates and censoring unfavorable 

comments. Because BP is new at such intensive use of social media, it may not yet have 

figured out how to actually engage the public without creating liability issues or creating more 

of the dreaded gaffs that helped accelerate the downfall of the BP brand at the onset of the 

crisis.  

6.1.6 Respondents’ personal use of social media 
Respondents were asked what social media channels they utilized regularly. This question 

was posed to see how active respondents are generally in the social media community, not 

just in relation to the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill.  

Figure 17 – Use of Social Media  
 

Which Social Media website(s) do you use regularly 

 
Source: Own creation based on survey data 

As the data indicated, all respondents used Facebook regularly (100%), but that is once again 

a reflection of the population sample. More attention-grabbing was the fact that respondents 
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small proportion used Flickr (3%), Myspace (2%) and Digg (2%). This confirms the former 

reflection that video footage sites are regularly visited by the defined population.  
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Figure 18 – Familiarity with BP’s Gulf of Mexico Response website 
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Source: Own creation based on survey data 

The Gulf of Mexico response website, made by BP, was known by 69% of the respondents. 

The majority indicated that they used the website with 66% indicating some kind of use and 

34% indicated no use. Out of the respondents 8% indicated that they used the site ‘frequently’ 

and 9% ‘very frequently’. This shows that out of the defined population of social media users 

quite a large fraction was conducting frequent information gathering outside the social media 

realm.  

6.1.8 Respondents’ use of BP State Sites 
Respondents were asked how frequently they used the specific BP state sites to obtain 

information that had relevant information on a more local level: 

Figure 19 – Frequency of visit to BP state sites  
 

Indicate how frequently you visit BP state sites 

 
Source: Own creation based on survey data 
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BP state sites were predominately marked as ‘not used’ by respondents, which seems logical 

as the content of these sites were tailored towards local community issues and therefore only 

appealed to a narrow audience. This is further stated by one of the respondents:  

- “I didn’t go to many of the sites set up for residents of the affected states, but I knew about 

them. I live in the United States, but so far from where the disaster occurred that the 

special sites (Florida, Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana) that BP set up were irrelevant 

to me.” Respondent #1, B.  

It is however worth noting that an accumulated 48% somehow used the BP Florida state site. 

This was probably due to the fact that a large portion of the respondents was taken from the 

cluster sample ‘The Oil Spill and South Walton/Scenic 30A – Connect’ which is a site 

dedicated to community residents situated in Florida. Out of a total of 171 potential 

respondents that the survey was sent out to, 79 was sent to members of this cluster (46%). It’s 

not possible to know how many of the respondents from the remaining two clusters visited the 

Florida state site. If the assumption was made that no one from the other two clusters were 

visiting the Florida site (probably inaccurate)69, then that would indicate that a very high 

percentage of the sample population, actually visited the state site, of the state they were 

living in. In other words it seems like people from the different states were highly using the 

local state sites that was put up by BP.  

6.1.9 Respondents’ perceptions of BPs behaviour/ attitude 
Respondents were asked how they framed BP on various dimensions. Answering options was 

‘Not at all’, ‘Little’, ‘Somewhat’, ‘Very’ and ‘Don’t know’. Furthermore it should be noted 

that all dimensions have been mirrored. As an example respondents are first asked to frame 

the ‘Honest’ dimension and then the ‘Secretive’ which are opposites of each other.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
69 And assuming that the distribution of potential respondents from the different clusters who answered the survey was 
approximately the same 
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Figure 20 – Public perception of BP  
 

When looking at BP's communications during the spill, how do you feel they framed themselves on these 

dimensions below? 

 
Source: Own creation based on survey data 

A survey question which presented behaviour/attitude dimensions to scale, came back with 

some interesting results reflecting the public perception of BP in reference to the spill. The 

following ones exhibited below are found to be the most relevant.   

Looking at the first two dimensions ‘Honest’/’Secretive’ shown in Figure 20 above, it’s 

interesting to see that 52% (=35% + 17%) found BP ‘Not at all’ or a ‘Little’ honest, and this is 

even more clear in the mirrored dimension where 48% viewed BP as ‘Very’ secretive. This 

was also shown in one of the open ended responses: 

- “People saw BP’s promotional advertising but rarely any information from BP concerning 

the spill, and what was being done during the process to contain the oil and finally cap the 

well, so it led to a feeling by many that BP was just promoting themselves and avoiding the 

issue. Much more transparency would have helped a great deal in that case...” Respondent 

#25, A. 

Not only was BP depicted as not honest in the above quote and data, but it was also an 

obvious trend throughout the open ended responses. Below in Table 6 is only a portion of the 

honesty comments collected. 
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Table 6 - Responses categorised by category: Honesty  
 

‐ Ideally, the company would not lie to you, as BP did.... 
‐ Be honest  
‐ Show compassion for the people effected, instead of playing the blame game. Just showing the 

people that you care (as a company) does a lot more good then you may think 
‐ Spill the beans instead 
‐ Be more personable instead of using it like a press release 
‐ Honesty. Too many cover-ups and secrets.... 
‐ Put out honest information even if unkind to the organisation 
‐ Be truthful 
‐ The company would have to put real, honest information out there to social media but oil 

companies are not in the business of doing that 

Source: Own creation based on open ended responses from quantitative data 

Within the ‘Confident’ dimension it was interesting to see that 52% found that BP acted 

‘Very’ confident. The mirrored dimension (‘Tentative’) supports this.  

On the ‘Alarmed’ dimension it is worth noting that 49% didn’t perceive BP to be alarmed at 

all.  

Looking at the ‘Apologetic’ dimension it was interesting to notice that 53% (=33% + 20%) 

perceives BP as being ‘Not at all’ or a ‘Little’ apologetic. This was also mirrored in the 

‘Defensive’ dimension where 52% (=20% + 32%) found BP ‘Somewhat’ or ‘Very’ defensive. 

This was also noted in the open ended questions: 

- “Mr. Hayward should be enrolled in classes on how to handle himself during a crisis. 

Many statements he made were petulant, condescending, and rude. He should have been 

more forthcoming and apologetic to those whose lives were impacted“ Respondent #14, B. 

  

- “They missed several pivotal moments for great PR. Apologizing is always the best policy. 

People want their questions answered...” Respondent # 28, B.     

Within the ‘Cautious’ dimension 58% (=24% + 34%) found BP was ‘Somewhat’ or ‘Very’ 

cautious.  

These dimensions set the foundation of the population perception towards BP.  

6.1.10 History 
The researcher asked the respondents about past BP oil spills and accidents such as Texas 

City refinery explosion and Prudhoe Bay.  
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Figure 21 – Past history influence 
 

Are you aware of past BP oil spills and accidents such 

as: 

 

Did BP's past history make you more wary of BP in 

relation to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill? 

68%
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45%
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Of those respondents asked only 68% were aware of the Texas City refinery explosion and 

55% the Prudhoe Bay accident. A subsequent question was posed about whether such past 

history made the respondent more wary of BP during the Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill, 

respondents surprisingly were at par with their answers with 37% stating ‘Yes’, 37% stating 

‘No’ and 27% were indifferent. 

 

Although the respondents, within this question, didn’t really express that past negative BP 

crises /accidents had a detrimental reputation effect on the current crisis (as SCCT suggest), 

many did mention it as a subsequent factor when bringing up performance and safety in the 

written comments.  

- “They need more common sense, they cut corners to save millions and then have outcomes 

like big oil spills and what happened in TX. Slow down and be safe. I don't want to have 

any more disasters due to stupidity then tell everyone on a social network it's been 10 

years since the last accident. How bout that for a change” Respondent #12, A.  

6.2 Results from key informant interviews  
The researcher conducted informant interviews from the 3rd of February until the 7th of 

March 2011. A transcript is available in APPENDIX 6 for each interview carried out.  The 

results displayed within this section have been separated into topics with key informant 

remarks and opinions threaded throughout each topic area as to exemplify their mindset 

towards issues/topics.  
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6.2.1 BPs social media planning and execution  
Neil Chapmen (Previous Head of Communications for Global Refining and Marketing in BP 

UK) openly admitted that BP was not prepared for the use of social media in crisis 

communications in regards to the Gulf of Mexico Spill. He briefly explained that before the 

crisis hit, BP was not using social media as a ‘real’ communications platform. With Neil 

Chapmen stating that BP’s social media efforts “…were probably ahead of some 

organisations and a long way behind others”. BP already was using some social media 

channels such as Twitter however they were typically used for “broadcasting…not really 

engaging”. He further went on to explain that they hadn’t really ramped up communications, 

in the light of what has happened with social media since the Texas City Refinery explosion 

in 2005.  

- “…we did launch a website in 2005 where we were interacting with people, where they 

could submit questions to us and comments etc. and they would receive a reply. So at that 

stage, in my view, we had gotten over a philosophical point where BP was willing to 

interact with people. However we hadn’t really ramped that up in light of what has 

happened in social media since 2005”.   

 

When asked what Neil Chapmen would have given BP as a score for social media use within 

crisis communications at the beginning of the crisis he replied that he would have given BP a 

2-3 out of 10.  

 

It took seven days after the oil spill for BP to send out a tweet about its position and efforts to 

control the spill, and 12 days before its first facebook message on the spill was posted. This 

was a mistake on BP’s part in the early stages of the crisis, as Edelman (1998) asserts that 

online communications has created a ‘new generation of crisis response’ where the 

immediacy of the news allows for ‘no grace period’ designated as ‘response time’ in a crisis 

situation70. From what Edelman (1998) states BP clearly should have communicated to 

stakeholders much earlier on by these means even if they were not finished assessing the 

severity of the situation.   

 

On the other hand, after the first tweet, BP became very proactive with its social media 

presence and became quite successful at using such channels. Although with the help from the 

Coast Guard as Gerald Baron, founder of PIER systems (web-based crisis communications, 
                                                            
70 Perry, DC, Taylor, M & Doerfel, ML 2003 
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emergency notification and public relations management system used in the response by BP 

and agencies) states:  

- “…as a company they were not properly prepared for social media use in an event like 

this. However, they quickly learned from the experts at the Coast Guard and have since 

then been using a number of social media channels very successfully”71. 

 

Also to help with its social media efforts, BP enlisted the PR company; Ogilvy Public 

Relations Worldwide to provide ‘social media expertise’ as part of its global partnership with 

the company. BP also continued (and is still) working with Purple Strategies and Brunswick 

Group72. Although such help got BP to ramp up its social media activities which lead them to 

become more proactive with their social media presence, it is important to highlight that such 

a partnership should not have been made during the crisis but preferably as Gonzalez-Herrero 

and Smith (2008) recommends, prior to the crisis in the planning and prevention stage.  

 

Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) further assert that it is important to assign human and 

economic resources to social media activities prior to a crisis and to be active (broadcasting 

and engaging) within the online community. An ‘active’ Blog/Twitter/ Facebook etc. made 

when a crisis isn’t in the loom becomes a more trustworthy source of information once a crisis 

does prevail and therefore constitutes a solid platform for crisis communications.  

6.2.2 Favourite social media channel  
Neil Chapmen thought that BP’s America Facebook page was the social media channel that 

stood out as the most powerful social media tool used. The following example of the power of 

the tool was given by Neil Chapmen: 

- “…when we put out a link to a new claim form…you would see people pointing other 

people to it. So I thought well this is interesting because instead of us having to give out 

the information all the time, what was happening was people were helping each other to 

get the information they needed. So in fact it took the burden off us as long as we put out 

good information than people helped each other to get to it. When usually you would have 

had to go on a big outreach program to do that…”.  

                                                            
71 This quote has been taken from some email correspondence (19/10/2010) I have had with Gerald Baron 
72Daniels, C. 2011  
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BubbaJohn73 (Owner BubbaJohn Seafood LLC placed in Alabama) gave another view of the 

BP America Facebook page, stating that:  

- “the page and everything you read on it has nothing to do with the GCCF [Gulf Coast 

Claims Facility] or the way that they are handling this 20 billion dollar fund. It just seems 

like its still real secretive…They can just give you a little bit of information and they 

cannot give you anything concrete to tell you exactly where you are at. So their website is 

the only hope…and it seems like they’re still not transparent”. 

With BubbaJohn expressing that such secrecy in such social media/online channels instead of 

transparency is the one thing that just doesn’t sit well with him.  

- “You know those big sheets of oil or a hurricane that stirs something up…I can get 

through…it’s just the not knowing that kills”. 

Stan Senner, the director of conservation science with the Ocean Conservancy, who worked 

on 1989 Exxon Valdez spill in Alaska, says secrecy sows doubt amoung the public.  

- “We saw repeatedly in the case of Exxon Valdez that the people who are most affected by 

the Spill, if they didn’t have information, it tended to feed their worst fears”. 74 

Such a scenario seems to be prevailing in the Gulf of Mexico Oil spill with issues such as 

claims, dispersants and other publically sought after information, seeming to lack further 

explanation and hence fears of the ‘why’ and the ‘what if’ are emerging.  

6.2.3 Policies and Plans 
Neil Chapmen mentioned in hindsight what ought to have been done differently with crisis 

communications. He mentioned that a company should get smart about social media not in a 

crisis, as BP did, but before.  Whilst also signaling the importance of manuals. Stating that 

manuals are not seen as common practice within communications however when 

collaborating in a multi agency effort where new people are constantly joining the force it is 

of benefit. 

- “…communicators don’t necessarily put down procedures …for example you don’t 

normally give a manual to someone and say now this is how we publish to our website. 

But if you have to bring in extra resources that is what you’re going to have to do. You’re 

going to have to say-‘look you’re going to look after this area and this is how you do it in 

                                                            
73 Although ’BubbaJohn’ name is John Keesi, he has asked to be quoted within the text as BubbaJohn.  
74 Joyce, C 2011 
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BP.’ So more discipline about your procedures. And actually to get more disciple day to 

day about how you meet, how you set appointments, objectives, because…you aren’t 

going to get good in a crisis if you’re not good and effective in everyday business”. 

Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) also brings up this point, stating that a crisis 

communications manual should be developed before the crisis, within the planning and 

prevention stage. The KAD model also reiterates the importance of the manual being made 

available online. Internally this provides the crisis communication team with the ability to 

easily access them and edit them. Whilst externally specific agencies involved in the crisis 

can use them to view what tools for crisis communication the organisation uses, are trained in 

and who should be contacted within the organisation when dealing with certain social media 

tasks.  

6.2.4 The content of the message  
George Haddow (Past Senior Federal Emergency Management Agency Official) and Peter 

Sandmen (Risk Communications Consultant who has consulted periodically for BP since the 

1980s) both believe that in order for disaster communication capabilities to function well 

there needs to be commitment of the leadership to communicate. 

An example of this was given when the BP CEO, Tony Hayward, was summoned to the US 

Congressional Hearing of the Committee of Energy and Commerce. At this congress BP’s 

CEO kept being asked ‘did you do anything wrong’ and ‘is there anything that BP did that 

contributed to the accident’. With Tony Hayward replying by repeating his mantra “it would 

be premature to say anything about that, investigations are still pending”75. So basically he 

refused to apologize about anything because the data wasn’t all in.   

- “That’s horrible crisis communications…incredible foolishness of a company that has 

already taken legal responsibility has already said this spill is our liability and has 

already backed that admission with a 20 billion dollar fund and yet the company is not 

prepared when talking to congress to take moral responsibility. That’s just stupid”, states 

Peter Sandmen.  

Peter Sandman further highlights another communication failure during the crisis with BP 

leadership constantly having to correct their message. 

                                                            
75 From interview with Peter Sandman 
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- “I mean everybody in crisis communication agrees that your early communications need 

to be alarming enough that you’re almost sure you’re going to come back later and say 

it’s not as bad as we feared. What you don’t want to do is come back later and say it’s 

worse than we thought. And if you have to come back several times saying its worse than 

we thought then, from a reputational and credibility point of view, your dead meat”  says 

Peter Sandmen.  

BP made that error in regard to how much oil was leaking and they made that error with 

regards to how long it would take to get the leak under control. On a number of technical 

issues BP guessed lowball and they had to keep increasing their guesses. Such mistakes made 

BPs motives appear to be dubious, insincere and out of touch, further degrading the public 

trust in its communications.  

As SCCT suggests if there exists strong attributes of crisis responsibility (preventable crisis) 

the company should take on a rebuild strategy: compensate and apologise. When apologising 

the company should take full responsibility (legal) for the crisis and ask stakeholders for 

forgiveness (moral) as to seek to repair the reputation. One without the other doesn’t suffice 

and is ludicrous as Peter Sandmen states, when for instance BP has already deployed a rebuild 

strategy.  

6.2.5 CEO statements 
The CEO Tony Hayward also made a series of unfortunate contradictions and unacceptable 

statements, making the company’s motives appear out of touch. Neil Chapmen commented on 

one of the CEOs most notable unacceptable statements, reliving his thoughts the moment he 

found out about it.  

- I remember when I heard he’d said ‘I want my life back’ I thought what an earth would 

have made you say that! But then when you re-play it you realize he wasn’t saying he 

wanted his life back he was just trying to say I want my life back too. But it’s so easy to 

trip up in an interview...But as I have observed in the countless years I’ve been dealing 

with crisis communication one of the hardest things to teach a CEO who is extremely 

intellectual is to say...if you’re unsure of an answer...say ‘I don’t know’. Nothing beats the 

honest truth. So when questions such as ‘do you think this is going to be the biggest spill 

in’...you don’t know!  

Such advice Neil Chapmen expresses could have severed the blow to BPs crisis 

communications if implemented.  
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As human beings, carrying with us a multi faceted mix of values, belief systems and 

experience there is an infinite kaleidoscope of personal variables that can affect effective 

leadership of a strategic multi-agency response. Therefore it is important that not only does 

leadership get the right training but more importantly it is important for the company to look 

at who should really be in the limelight (taking into account the personal variables) as the 

global representative/spokesperson for the responsible party.  

- “It has become increasingly apparent that the web of complexity pertaining to the 

unfolding events and pressures of any major incident is mirrored by an equal complexity 

of successful outcome criteria. In turn, this complexity is inexorably linked to personal 

variables” 76. 

6.2.6  Federalising the response  
The  Joint Information Center (JIC) earlier thoroughly described in chapter 3 is designed to 

prevent sources that have different information saying mutually incompatible things. This 

aims to prevent the public and reporters getting the impression that the multi-agencies don’t 

have things under control and is not working as a collective force.  

According to Peter Sandmen the problem was that BP so badly mishandled not the 

information flow but the opinion flow; “BP so badly mishandled the value centric content that 

it became intolerable to all the other sources, such as the Coast Guard which was 

theoretically running the JIC.” It became unacceptable to have a joint communication effort 

with BP as part of that effort. Because the reporters and the general public were saying; “how 

can you cooperate with BP, this is like a Joint Information Centre of the criminals and the 

cops”. With Peter Sandmen furthermore stating; “I think that was BPs fault. BP became such 

an anathema that it was too much of a handicap for information flow, if BP was part of the 

joint sourcing”. 

So the Whitehouse decided to take BP out of the JIC as seen by the public, however BP was 

still heavily involved in the information flow back and forth with the JIC.  

- “That was undesirable but I don’t blame the government for making it happen. Any 

information that was cooperative with BP was worthless because BP had forfeited its 

credibility,” says Peter Sandmen.  

                                                            
76 Devitt, KR, Borodzicz, EP 2008 
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Gerald Baron, however disputes it was BP that caused such a fall out, he believed that it was 

very much politically motivated.  

- “The government understood that the media and the public seemed to have a hard time 

with the idea of BP being a part of the recovery and communications response. And the 

administration also had a desire to avoid the ‘Obama’s Katrina’ label, which is why it 

decided to make it very clear it was definitely in charge.”77 

The KAD model highlights Peters Sandmens point stating that the message content is an 

integral part of crisis communication efforts. And furthermore if not construed positively by 

the public it tarnishes all communication efforts.  

6.2.7 History  
History as addressed by Coombs (2007 a,b) can strengthen communication efforts or make 

them worse depending on whether the organisation was perceived negatively or positively in 

the public eye before the crisis.  

George Haddow pinpoints one part of BPs history which he says negatively impacts on the 

current crisis and that is the ‘past making of a sustainable strategy’ moving the company 

‘beyond petroleum’ which was their tagline. George Haddow disputes the companies ‘green 

image’, painting BP as somewhat of a hypocrite with such an image they try to portray.   

BP had a chance to leverage the goodwill within its company when they went in the direction 

of ‘beyond petroleum’ however given its bad safety and environmental record, with BP 

having “over the last 10 years...the worst record of any large oil company in the world” 

stated by George Haddow, it seems that BP fails to set an agenda to reverse these trends, or 

internalise the spirit of the tagline into operations and management. Therefore with the current 

crisis bringing such history into the limelight BP forfeits credibility, diminishing its 

reputation.   

6.2.8 Public Sentiment  
The PR campaign BP put on during and after the Gulf of Mexico oil spill was a prime success 

for the company with George Haddow stating; “They did a fairly decent job with their PR 

with mediating the negative feelings towards the company”. George Haddow believes that the 

majority of the public in the United States are not walking around thinking about BP, it is 

only those that are directly affected by the spill that are still licking their wounds; “The only 

                                                            
77 Daniels, C 2011  
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people that are thinking about it now are people down in south Louisiana whose livelihoods 

have been destroyed and the fact that every passing day somebody comes in and says that our 

beaches have still got tar balls and asking questions about what the long term impact is going 

to be.”    

BP ticks many of the right boxes for what they ought to be doing within a crisis; they set up 

offices, they set up a fund etc. However in George Haddow’s mind it was more like a smoke 

screen, simply due to the fact that BP is a publically owned for profit organisation which 

ideally doesn’t have the right agenda to best look after the public interest. This was further 

emphasized with George Haddow stating; “I believe BP had a different goal to what 

government would have had if they had taken real control of this response”, instead of 

“taking the back seat” due to BP offering to pay for the clean-up costs.  

Scott Phelps (New York City lead Professor/ Facilitator at the Emergency Management 

Academy) further addresses the agenda that multi-national publically owned corporations 

(such as BP) have, and how such an agenda may not compliment the public’s needs in such a 

time of crisis. 

- “The problem with multi-national publically owned companies is that there real 

constituency is not the people of Louisiana, there real constituents are their stockholders.  

I mean they’re worried about stockholder confidence and stockholder prices not really 

about the general public. Frankly, to be over cynical, they don’t even really have to give 

two cents about the public. And that doesn’t mean they’re mean or bad people it’s just 

that everything they’re measured on is the stock price. And in contrast to 30 years ago 

you’re not measuring your stock price over the long term you’re measuring your stock 

price over the quarter. So your job hinges on managing short term investor expectations.” 

6.2.9 Two way communication 
As George Haddow notes before the age of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami pretty much the 

government and the mainstream media had control over; the message, the information that 

was collected and the information that was being put out to the public. “There was, what we 

thought, a major change back in the 1990s, when cable TV in this country went 24/7 reporting 

all the time so you had to feed that desire for more and more information.’ George Haddow 

further states that nowadays when somebody posts a blog, tweets a private complaint or takes 

a video with their cell phone within a couple of hours hundreds to thousands of people may 
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have seen it, joined and commented on it.  “The control of the message is now really in the 

hands of the individuals and the public” says George Haddow.   

6.3 Summary and conclusion 
In Chapter 6 empirical findings were presented for the online survey and key informant 

interviews. The survey population was defined as: ‘Social media users with an interest in the 

BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill’. Overall the survey indentified that the sample population were 

rating online communications as a more sought after means of requiring information during a 

crisis than through traditional means. Especially social networks, blogs, video footage and 

search engines were frequently used/found useful to obtain information. Even though 

traditional media ranked lower among the defined population, it was still regarded as a 

significant information source, and it was therefore concluded that both one-to-many 

(traditional) and many-to-many (social media) communications should go hand-in hand in a 

response. Within social media respondents also stated that BPs was putting up a show, 

broadcasting information rigorously however without really connecting or engaging with the 

social media community. 

It was observed that survey respondents generally did not trust comments posted on social 

media channels. Furthermore it was observed that respondents buying behaviour was more so 

affected by negative comments posted about BP in connection to the spill than from positive 

comments.  Another interesting data result was how low BP ranked on ‘honesty’ and 

‘apologetic’ dimensions in relation to the spill. Many respondents viewed BP to a high degree 

as being dishonest and not apologetic.  

A cause for such negative perceptions towards BP was identified in the interviews by some 

key informants who stated that it could have been due to the inconsistency in message 

content. Further explaining that with BP constantly changing its stance on oil spill rates and 

how long it would take to get the leak under control, such inconsistency in the message 

coupled with the CEO’s gaffs lead to the public feeling that BP was downplaying the 

magnitude of the crisis whilst not taking the crisis seriously which subsequently diminished 

BPs reputation and hindered communication efforts.  Key informants also highlighted how 

BP was too slow at engaging with the social media community at the onset of the crisis. It 

was also found by some of the key informants that a social media strategy should have been 

embedded in the overall crisis communication strategy prior to the onset of the crisis.  



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | 69  
 

7 Discussion and Reflection  
This chapter will discuss and reflect upon the theoretical and empirical findings that have 
been presented throughout the thesis.  
 
 

7.1 Perception of BPs social media efforts and implications 
The empirical data presented in Chapter 6 has shown numerous intriguing findings. The first 

finding worth highlighting is how the sample population, who are social media users, 

perceived some social media channels as more important than others for seeking information. 

The respondents indicated in section 6.1.3, 6.1.5 and 6.1.6 that Social Networks78, Blogs and 

Video Footage are the most important social medium channels for obtaining information 

about the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill, far ahead of traditional media. Furthermore the analysis 

reflects that Search engines are also ranked high for obtaining this information, whereas 

mediums such as BP Twitter, BP RSS feeds and BP Flickr were indicated as not a viable 

information source.  

This has important ramifications for BP and other organisations. In order for BP to optimize 

its social media communications for a crisis it should prioritise its social media efforts 

towards the following: Social networks (ie. facebook), Blogs and Video footage (ie. Youtube).   

In relation to Social networks it was observed through the analysis that some respondents 

highlighted the critical importance of in-depth information. When flooded with an influx of 

news one of the respondents highlighted he/she benefited from looking at BP America’s 

facebook site to obtain thorough information on response efforts. This response highlights the 

importance of network sites needing to be rich in data as to be a credible and a sought after 

communication channel during a response.  

As touched upon earlier in the theory section Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) argues that 

in relation to blogs prominent bloggers could act as allies and could provide a balanced view 

in the case of a negative audience debate. It is important that these connections are build up in 

advance, to ensure that the blogger already have credibility within the social media 

community. As stated by Peter Chapmen BP was monitoring the social media community 

however they did not make an outreach to prominent bloggers: 

                                                            
78 Although somewhat biased 
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- “I mean we were aware what the bloggers were saying… We didn’t make a particular 

outreach to bloggers etc.” 

If BP had made those connections prior to the crisis it is believed it would have helped 

leverage their communication efforts within the social media community.  

In regards to Video footage the cost of creating such content is high compared to more text-

based social media methods, but as the medium scores high on the frequency measures its 

obviously of importance to social media users. This goes in tandem with the earlier presented 

argument of Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) who state that an organization should be 

capable of quickly distributing video and audio files online. 

In relation to the low frequency mediums Twitter, RSS feeds and Flickr it can be argued that 

organisations should prioritize their resources other places, as these mediums are rarely 

utilised by the sample population. However the researcher believes that press and media 

outlets benefit from these communication channels, as they provide an instant format tailored 

for distribution. Because traditional media has a huge impact on the communication message, 

that Twitter, RSS feeds and Flickr are still pivotal social media channel for crisis 

communication.  

Outside the social media arena search engines were found to be very important for finding 

useful information for the sample population. Therefore it is important for an organisation to 

prioritize search engine optimisation within their crisis communication strategy. As 

mentioned earlier in chapter 2 BP did buy search terms in order to manage the message. 

Furthermore the researcher found during the information gathering process that blogs being 

positive about BP in relation to the oil spill were ranked high on search engines, and this is 

probably due to BP search engine optimisation. 

The research also identified from the survey results that much criticism of social media 

methods used by BP involved not using two-way communication, not assertively involving 

itself and its stakeholders in a conversation but rather simply broadcasting messages and 

providing updates. The researcher believes BP was not rigorously ‘engaging’ with the social 

media community for fear of retribution. Although this is a fear for many organizations, 

Edelman (1998) asserts that risk is not so much inherent in opening up communications rather 

the risk is inherent in the way that the organization responds. Providing support to this 

argument Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) state the way organizations should use social 
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media is to use it not just to ‘broadcast’ but also ‘engage’ as that is the concept of ‘social’ 

media. Interaction with the social media community is the key way to really leverage the 

worth of such communications amongst users whilst also as mentioned above coupled with 

in-depth information tailored to the needs of stakeholders. 

7.2 BP’s application of current crisis communication and social media theories 
The research identified some alarming results regarding BP’s use of crisis communications on 

a theoretical level.  

When looking at the SCCT theory BP did not craft its communication strategy well.  First, BP 

accepted overall responsibility for the crisis (tagged ‘the responsible party’) in the initial 

stages of the response79 which consequently lead them to implement a rebuild strategy, 

according to SCCT, in order to repair their reputation. With a rebuild strategy the two pivotal 

points are;  

1) compensate; which BP did by providing a uncapped 20 billion dollar fund to help with 

remuneration efforts regarding the spill, whilst setting up the Gulf Coast Claims Facility80 and 

2) apologise; which BP attempted to do however as the results shown in section 6.1.9 

concluded more than 50% of the sample population thought BP was ‘Not at all’ or ‘Little’ 

apologetic. 

 The researcher believes the reason for that perception lies in the way BP mixed their rebuild 

strategy with a deny and diminish strategy as defined in the SCCT framework.  

SCCT profusely states that when implementing a rebuild strategy which seeks to repair the 

organisations reputation it should not mix it with a deny strategy (seek to eliminate crisis 

responsibility) or a diminish strategy (seek to minimise the crisis responsibility). BP however 

mixed both these strategies with their rebuild strategy which consequently eroded the 

effectiveness of the overall response, which will be elaborated upon in the following.  

Throughout the response a loud blame game was exhibited between BP America, Transocean 

and Halliburton regarding responsibility over the spill. Even though BP publically took 

responsibility for the spill, they laid blame on Transocean and Halliburton for the 

‘occurrence’ of the spill. This ‘blame’ exhibits a diminish strategy. BP should have instead 

communicated that investigations had to be made as to whether or not Halliburton and 

                                                            
79 As they handled the overall project operation and owned the oil well 
80 the official way for Individuals and Businesses to file claims for costs and damages caused by the oil spill 
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Transocean were partly to blame for the spill. By openly blaming others, this merely 

translates in the public arena to mean that BP is not willing to take real responsibility for the 

crisis even though they are proclaiming this to be the case, causing much animosity.  

BP also downplayed the severity of the crisis at the onset. With the CEO, Tony Hayward, 

saying; “The Gulf of Mexico is a very big ocean. The amount of volume of oil and dispersant 

we are putting into it is tiny in relation to the total water volume” and “I think the 

environmental impact of this disaster is likely to be very, very modest”. Such comments 

seemed like BP was denying that an actual huge crisis had occurred which is not what BP 

should do when a rebuild strategy had been put into action as SCCT states. This also is 

thought to be the likely reason why 49% of the survey respondents shown in section 6.1.9 

ranked BP as ‘Not at all alarmed’ in regards to BP’s response.  

Many scholars81 state that honesty is of high importance during a response, this however was 

not the case with BP.  They continually guessed lowball with their estimates on oil spill flow 

rates and how long it would take to cap the well, which meant that BP would continually have 

to publically admit fault. These situations the researcher believed was the reason why 

respectively 35% and 17% of survey respondents perceived BP as being ‘Not at all honest’ or 

‘Little honest’ in relation to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill as shown in section 6.1.9. 

Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith (2008) state that an organisation should prior to the crisis be 

broadcasting and engaging with the social media community whilst also have devised a crisis 

communication strategy which integrates social media. Although BP did have a Twitter and 

Facebook account prior to the crisis it did not use these channels to actively engage with the 

social media community, instead they were used simply as broadcasting tools. As earlier 

exhibited through the interview with Neil Chapmen (section 6.2.1) this was exactly how it 

was perceived in the company at that point, with social media not really being a pivotal point 

of operations. It can therefore be presumed that this was the reason for the slow adoption of 

social media at the onset of the crisis. With BP taking seven days to first relay any 

information via social media channels, which from a theoretical standpoint is far too slow. 

This highlights the fact that BP simply was not prepared to administer social media tools for 

crisis communications. Therefore it should be a high priority for BP that they rectify their 

strategies, plans & policies to incorporate social media use as an active crisis communication 

                                                            
81 Coombs, TW 2007, Gonzalez‐Herrero & Smith, 2008, Conway et al. 2007 Edelman 1998.  



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | 73  
 

tool, as the KAD model asserts. BP has now gotten a better foundation to build from, as they 

did heavily ramp up their social media channels during the crisis.  

Conway et al. (2007) state that to plan for a crisis does not merely require planning at the 

Mesco level as stated above by Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith, but also at the Macro level. An 

organisation therefore needs to develop a relationship with external agencies (industry, trade 

bodies and government) who are perceived to be pivotal to online crisis communication 

efforts, prior to a crisis. Gerald Baron states that multiagency collaboration communication 

however doesn’t incorporate to a high extend social media use within the framework of the 

JIC:  

- “It is apparent to anyone aware of both the phenomenon of social media and Joint 

Information Center operations that there is a built in conflict. Joint Information 

Center processes to a certain degree belong to an older world of mainstream media 

dominated information. Most involved in JICs still tend to view the job of the JIC is 

primarily to prepare press releases, distribute those to the media, answer reporter 

questions and schedule and manage press conferences”82 

That shows why BP on a multi-agency level wasn’t trained and prepared for using social 

media in a collaboration effort as it simply wasn’t part of the JIC framework before the onset 

of the crisis. The reason that the multi-agency social media response effort was able to ramp 

up their efforts fast, was due to the already founded knowledge of the Coast Guard with using 

social media for crisis communications.  

7.3 KAD model background and expected outcome of alternative approach 
The sporadic nature of research in the field of social media as a crisis communication tool 

makes it hard to decipher a common theoretical framework with a holistic view. Current 

research is based on two dimensions.  

The first dimension being classical crisis communications where Thiessen & Ingenhoff 

(2010) has developed one of the most holistic frameworks, however it is not focused on social 

media communications within a crisis. Within this dimension is also the SCCT model by 

Coombs (2007 a,b) that looks at the message level in classical crisis communication. On the 

other dimension focus is on narrow and practical orientated areas of social media within crisis 

                                                            
82 Baron, G 2009 
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communication and here research is dominated by the scholars such as Gonzalez-Herrero & 

Smith and Conway et. al.   

Given this gap in research the researcher dares to come up with a new model, the KAD 

model, which combines current theories of crisis communication and social media into a new 

holistic framework and furthermore expands the scope of research. It is believed that it was 

possible to develop the model because theory within social media is still a new paradigm, as 

the medium only has existed for the last 10 years and proliferated within the public in the last 

5 years83.  

It is the view of the researcher that if BP had applied a more holistic view of social media use 

within crisis communications, such as the KAD model, they would have been able to better 

manage their reputation through the crisis. As on the mesco (organisational) level it was 

observed that BP was not properly prepared to a) use social media as a channel for 

communications on an operational level and b) within crisis communications. Whilst looking 

outside the organisation on the macro level (multi-agency collaboration) BP was prepared to 

handle a multi agency response with subject matter operations experts however rigid training 

of new media such as social media for communications was not focused upon. Lastly on a 

micro level BP’s overall message strategy was not strictly adhered to, which lead to a 

derogation of communications. Such events which were seen to be a hindrance to BP’s crisis 

communication efforts would have been lowered significantly if prior to the onset of the crisis 

BP had a holistic framework for social media, such as the KAD model in place.   

8 Conclusion  
In this chapter, the conclusions of this research, which are connected to the research 
question, will be drawn.  
 
 

What was BP’s overall crisis communication response and what was specifically done in the 
aspect of social media? 

In the wake of the BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill many stakeholders reacted to the spill by 

voicing their opinions and concerns online through social media. BP, the responsible party, 

utilised this medium to communicate with stakeholders on what was being done to stop the 

spill and restore the Gulf. At the onset of the crisis BP was using Twitter and Facebook 

                                                            
83 As shown in Figure 4 
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periodically to broadcast information, however it was not an ‘active’ part of daily operations, 

with social media not incorporated in crisis communication planning or strategy.  However 

once the crisis hit BP ramped up their social media channels and became more  active in the 

social media community, through repositioning their facebook/twitter page to reflect response 

channels for the crisis and created YouTube and Flickr accounts, which they used to 

broadcast information. Along with this BP bought search terms, as to mediate negative talk 

online.  

In relation to overall communications, BP was quick to respond by bringing people and 

resources together (on their own account and with the help of JIC) to help with response 

efforts. BP worked on a multi agency level and organisation level when communicating about 

the spill to stakeholders. Being intertwined with various agencies and government heads was 

a strenuous task at times as agendas conflicted  and as BP’s image in the public became 

increasing negative it lead to a shift in tactics on the multi-agency level whereby the federal 

government took over all communications on behalf of the JIC and BP was placed in the 

backdrop, from then on communicating only on an organisational level to the public, whilst 

supplying information and synchronising social media communications with the JIC.   

What are theories of crisis communication and social media? 

Coombs (2007 a,b) presents a crisis situation model for SCCT which concludes that managers 

need to begin by assessing the reputation threat attached to the crisis and accept greater levels 

of responsibility as the reputation threat intensifies. In connection to this Coombs (2007 a,b) 

proposes strategies on the micro level to frame the right strategy for the situation and thus 

message. On the mesco or organisational level Gonzalez Herrero and Smith’s model (2008) 

identifies some important managerial actions to take, within social media, during a crisis. 

Conway et al. (2007) further provides a holistic framework for online communications, 

suggesting implications for industry, organisation, functions and individuals. Thiessen and 

Ingenhoff (2010) goes one step further and provides a crisis communications framework 

looking at mesco, micro and macro dimensions. This theory is however not tailored towards 

social media.  

Are current theories adequate, and if not, can a new model be developed to capture the 
complexity of social media use as a crisis communication tool? 

The sporadic nature of research in the field of social media as a crisis communication tool 

makes it hard to decipher a common theoretical framework with a holistic view. Current 
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research is based on two dimensions. The first dimension being classical crisis 

communications, whereby Thiessen & Ingenhoff (2010) has developed one of the most 

holistic frameworks however it is not focused on social media communications within a crisis. 

Within this dimension is also the SCCT model by Coombs (2007 a,b) that looks at the 

message level in classical crisis communication. On the other dimension focus is on narrow 

and practical orientated areas of social media within crisis communications and here research 

is dominated by the scholars such as Gonzalez-Herrero & Smith (2008), Conway et al. (2007) 

and Coombs (2007 a,b). 

Given this gap in research the researcher dared to come up with a new model, the KAD 

model, which combines current theories of crisis communication and social media into a new 

holistic framework and furthermore expands the scope of research on social media use within 

crisis communications. It is believed that this will help to safeguard and rebuild reputation 

during a crisis.  

How was BP’s social media effort perceived amongst social media users in the US public and 
how effective were they? 

After the onset of the crisis where BP’s social media use was deemed far too slow, social 

media channels began to be used rapidly by the social media community to gather 

information. Although used, many respondents felt that BP was simply broadcasting and not 

really engaging with the community through such mediums and furthermore online 

stakeholders believed there was a lack of information tailored to the needs of stakeholders. BP 

used all the right mediums just late, with not in-depth engagement and a faltering message 

strategy which diminished the effectiveness of such mediums.  

How well did BP apply current theories of crisis communication and social media? 

BP failed at using the theories of crisis communication and social media on many levels. 

First, BP was not utilising social media proactively before the spill and didn’t have social 

media embedded in crisis communication strategy which is what Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith 

(2008) assert. Second, BP did not stick with the same message, yet instead mixed their rebuild 

strategy with deny and diminish strategies which the SCCT model strongly disagrees with as 

it erodes the effectiveness of the overall response. Lastly BP did not look at the holistic 

picture of crisis communications; looking at implications for industry, organisation, functions 

and individuals as Conway et al. (2007) and Theissen and Ingenhoff (2010) state. 
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What alternative strategies could BP have pursued, and what would the expected outcomes 
have been? 

It is believed by the researcher that if BP had applied a more holistic view of social media use 

within crisis communications, such as the KAD model, they would have been able to better 

manage their reputation through the crisis. As on the mesco (organisational) level it was 

observed that BP was not properly prepared to a) use social media as a channel for 

communications on an operational level and b) within crisis communications. Whilst looking 

outside the organisation on the macro level (multi-agency collaboration) BP was prepared to 

handle a multi agency response with subject matter operations experts however rigid training 

of new media such as social media for communications was not focused upon. Lastly on a 

micro level BP’s overall message strategy was not strictly adhered to, which lead to a 

derogation of communications. Such events which were seen to be a hindrance to BP’s crisis 

communication efforts would have been lowered significantly if prior to the onset of the crisis 

BP had a holistic framework for social media, such as the KAD model in place.   

 

How well did BP utilise social media as a crisis communication tool within the Gulf of 

Mexico oil spill,  and what alternative approaches could they have pursued?  
 

The findings of the theoretical and empirical research showed that at the onset of the crisis BP 

did an extremely poor job with their social media efforts, although once they ramped up their 

social media channels they performed well, on a practical level. However it was found that 

more engagement (two-way communication) was needed as well as greater information 

tailored towards the needs of social media community, in order for communications to render 

effective. Furthermore it was clearly shown in the data, that the communications were 

hindered by the stigma BP obtained due to not projecting the same communication strategy 

throughout the response, as depicted by SCCT. This subsequently eroded the effectiveness of 

the overall response including online efforts. It is the view of the researcher that if BP had 

applied a more holistic view of social media use within crisis communications, such as the 

KAD model, they would have been able to better manage their reputation through social 

media channels during the crisis. 
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Question 10 (Open ended text question) 

 

Refer to Appendix 5 for answers.   
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Question 15 (Open ended text question) 

 

Refer to Appendix 5 for answers.   
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APPENDIX 5 – Open ended questions from online survey 

Question #10 – responses  

Number Response  

1  2/24/11 9:02PM  

Create a website which contains a brief explanation and a live feed to the 
accident. The biggest problem is when you play on the drama of the story 
rather then the factual content and the actual information. When getting to 
the information becomes a hassle, and you have to listen to a narrator 
when you observe, the less motivated you are to research the new 

2 2/24/11 9:30PM  

In relation to crisis such as the oil spill, I do not see social media as a 
possible source of information, as I don't see social media as a reliable 
source. 

3 2/24/11 10:08PM  

Ideally, information would either come from a third party(neutral) or the 
information should show both sides of how the crisis happened. In this 
case, if BP could have addressed the safety inspections the regualtors 
conducted, it's own in-house policies, and where the disconnect occured I 
think that would have been helpful. As it was, BP said they passed the 
safety inspections, the government said "we need more regulation" and 
the public is left in the middle, wondering why the government is telling 
us that regulation failed so we need more regulation, and BP is telling us 
they followed all the guidelines... to this day I still don't know who is to 
blame for the disaster. 

4 2/24/11 10:51PM 

report the reality - (not spun words by BP and government executives / 
profit related corporations to BP) - by focusing on the people that have 
/are being effected - the local business - fishermen - environmental 
organisations - report the information and messages from the people 
effected in the area and push a healthy response to addressing the local 
people & environmental /wildlife needs. Media has the power to be a 
'watch dog' on BP, constantly questioning them and placing pressure on 
BP to take responsibility and act more urgently and sensitively to address 
the catastrophe - the environment and people. - Keep regular reports on 
the disaster area for a long term duration - consistently - not allowing BP 
to 'tuck it away'. exposing BP of their toxic layer cake creation, where 
they have been the untouchable damaging force. 

5 2/24/11 11:59PM 

no suggestions. 

6 2/25/11 12:18AM 

After 20+ years in the offshore oilfield I think BP did a communication 
job like I have never before seen in this industry. The Facebook site was 
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outstanding, You cannot believe how secretive this industry has been in 
the past, BP has set a new standard with the Facebook site. 

7 2/25/11 12:19AM  

The information BP provides regarding the oil spill is irrelevant. Ideally, 
any company who committed a crime such as BP shouldn't even be able 
to communicate via social networking, because the executives should be 
in jail, and the company should be shut the fuck down. 

8 2/25/11 2:10AM 
 
I really don't think they could have done much more. Coming from 
Alberta, which one of the largest reserves of O&G in the world. Much of 
this disaster has been turned on Canada as being a dirty producer. All that 
I have really noticed in social media were links to the live camera of the 
spill and a few videos. That has since faded. 
 

9 2/25/11 2:11AM 

BP has done a phenomenal job in keeping the public up-to-date on their 
websites and social networks, despite having been put into the role of the 
villain. Many companies might avoid the public spotlight, and leave the 
public to interpret news media reports and blogs. Other companies can 
learn from BP's example. 

10 2/25/11 3:02AM 

Ideally, the company would not lie to you, as BP did.... 

11 2/25/11 3:41AM 

I believe that BP America has used most of the social media available to 
them. They keep people informed. Their own home page contains alot of 
information about the company let alone the use of Facebook. In a time of 
real crisis, if the internet were not available, I would hope to get my 
information from the social media via television. If the internet were 
available then I would rely on that. I, however, would not put in on a page 
where comments could be made. Most of the comments on the BP page 
turn into personal attacks instead of informative articles. I have received 
threats thru personal messages from people i don't know. I would rather 
see the articles posted, period. 

12 2/25/11 4:00AM 

They need more common sense, they cut corners to save millions and then 
have outcomes like big oil spills and what happened in TX.Slow down 
and be safe.I don't want to any more disasters due to stupidity then tell 
everyone on a social network it's been 10 years since the last 
accident.How bout that for a change. 

13 2/25/11 4:39AM  

A company should use social networking to get the honest, accurate, and 
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timely information out through this type of media. 
14 2/25/11 5:37AM 

Not publicly deny what 95% of scientist are saying when it opposes their 
agenda to maximize profits at all cost. 

15 2/25/11 5:50AM 
 
Show compassion for the people effected, instead of playing the blame 
game. Just showing the people that you care (as a company) does alot 
more good then you may think. 

16 2/25/11 5:55AM 

Radio and tv need to go hand in hand with making the public more aware 
of this very serious economic,health,human,wildlife catastrophe.It affects 
us all. 

17 2/25/11 8:24AM 

Be honest 
18 2/25/11 11:56AM 

A company would have to tell the truth. There was no way in hell BP was 
going to get up in front of the world and say "we planned this" "we took 
the expert off the rig 4 days prior to the explosion and put a reckless puke 
on there that we could guarantee would pull of our ultimate pan". 
Researching/understanding key figures like Jamie Gorelick, Ronald 
Sepulveda, and especially Donald Vidrine makes it impossible to believe 
anything other then the fact that this was a plan from the beginning. 
Americans realize this and it's a matter if time before Americans strike 
back at BP. None of this was information that bp was willing to share. But 
thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of us know it now. 

19 2/25/11 10:06PM 

Access to press conferences held by company officials; 
20 2/25/11 11:02PM 

1. Stop censoring or blocking users. Facebook, Google and search engines 
whose algorithms were affected by google or bought be BP regularly 
blocked access to stories, blogs, cartoons and websites that were 
unflattering of BP and of the Unified Command. It was not obvious--they 
used webspiders to do this. And I believe our government made official 
documents in PDF format from the EPA --text unsearchable so that 
certain documents regarding the known toxicity of Corexit were 
unavailable at crucial times during the Gusher/event in the Gulf. To me all 
this points to the incesutuous relationship between big corporations and 
the US government, and the fact that the US is now a Plutocracy. 
Facebook blatantly shut the boycott BP pages down and there are known 
instances of what appeared to be PR firms paying people to troll Boycott 
pages on Facebook and other sites, the same trolls used external gaming 
to help bury stories at sites like reddit and digg and yahoo as well. Net 
neutrality is a joke here. It's just that the regular internet users aren't aware 
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of how far our freedoms as citizens have been eroded. 
21 2/25/11 11:54PM 

Be honest 
22 2/26/11 4:44AM 

1. Giving unbiased information 2. Giving accurate information 3. Giving 
relevant information (such as water quality measuring which are nowhere 
to be found) 4. Allowing people to write on their wall (while it is 
understandable that they delete cusswords) 5. Keep the bullies from the 
site that currently bully everyone that makes a slightly negative remark on 
BP. 

23 2/27/11 3:31AM 

I have been forever scarred by the way BP handled the oil spill and do not 
see myself putting much faith in any liable party. 

24 2/27/11 4:37AM 

They are already doing what is needed. The oil spill was one of the most 
exaggerated "disasters" in human history. Yes it was unfortunate, but it 
has been cleaned up as best it could be and life goes on. All the anti-BP 
propaganda Facebook pages were extremely biased. I went out of my way 
to buy BP gasoline. If we are going to boycott, let's boycott Citgo, owned 
by an enemy of America; Hugo Chavez. 

25 2/28/11 7:43AM 

Have an informed, well-versed representative give regular updates on the 
aspects of what is being done. One huge problem was in the amount of 
distortions and misperceptions spread that went viral and were not 
countered in a manner that could have thwarted them early on. This gave 
rise to conspiracy theories, unnecessary fears, and allowed "special 
interest" groups to use the misperceptions as platforms to push all sorts of 
agendas - citing secrecy and cover-up. The only TV media reports were 
from the Coast Guard and often in terminology better understood by those 
familiar with what was being done - difficult for average people to always 
comprehend - and it did little to help stop the confusion. People saw BP's 
promotional advertising but rarely any information from BP concerning 
the spill, and what was being done all during the process to contain the oil 
and finally cap the well, so it led to a feeling by many that BP was just 
promoting themselves and avoiding the issue. Much more transparency 
would have helped a great deal in that case, and especially on the subject 
of the dispersant Corexit. Information from experts pertaining to its 
safety, etc. - perhaps a forum for questions and answers - would have 
helped alleviate a lot of fears and perhaps greatly stopped the spread of 
rumors and myths. 

26 3/1/11 12:32AM 

There is really nothing bp can do to protect its image. The American 
Liberal media will blockade any positive outlook on bp. The liberal media 
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dwells on negative news. 
27 3/1/11 8:52AM 

It seems to be the only source of truth. Our government has covered their 
asses and put the burden on BP. If they did not have all the regulations 
and would allow for the drilling in Alaska or more shallow waters, the 
spill would not have happened. 

28 3/1/11 8:57AM 

Independent testing independent testing independent testing 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! with results posted promptly. too much conjecture and 
speculation from both sides makes it hard for a layman such as me to 
decipher what's going on... 

29 3/1/11 9:58PM 

spill the beans instead 
30 3/1/11 11:54PM 

Honesty would be the key. Bp was not honest and we all knewbthey were 
in the midst of a PR blitz and therefore they lost all credibility. 

31 3/2/11 2:30AM 

real water and air quality results 
32 3/2/11 6:31PM 

Promises. Reassurances. Tecnhnical issues addressed ASAP Hot lines that 
are easy to use. Reporting means which are easy to master: Calling the BP 
oil hotline this past year was a NIGHTMARE- took forever was 
disorganized, very disappointing. 

33 3/2/11 6:56PM 

I went to a community led facebook site of people who lived in the area 
that I would be vacationing. Their information was timely and current. I 
could tell daily the conditions. I trusted them more than BP 

34 3/3/11 12:10AM 

Be more personable instead of using it like a press release. 
35 3/3/11 4:04AM 

Be honest about the situation and trustworthy. Both of which the media is 
NOT. 

36 3/3/11 8:44AM 

Honesty. Too many cover-ups and secrets. Media knows the truth, they 
are just controlled and afraid to report it. 

37 3/3/11 1:27PM 

They would have to be honest, trustworthy and have a history of doing 
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business ethically before I would believe anything a company would put 
on a social media website. 

38 3/9/11 4:38AM 

PUT OUT HONEST INFORMATION EVEN IF UNKIND TO THE 
ORGANIZATION 

39 3/10/11 12:14AM 

BE TRUTHFUL 
40 3/12/11 12:58AM 

The company would have to put real, honest information out there to 
social media, but oil companies are not in the business of doing that. 

 

Question # 15 – Responses  

Number Responses  

1  2/24/11 10:08PM 

I didn't go to many of the sites set up especially for residents of the 
affected states, but I knew about them. I live in the United States, but so 
far from where the disaster occured that the special 
sites(bp.com/florida/alabama/mississippi/louisiana) that BP set up were 
irrelevant to me. I wouldn't want your data to show that I didn't know 
about them just because I never used them. 

2 2/24/11 11:59PM 

I live in Alabama and have friends who live on the Gulf Coast.... so I am 
directly connected with the situation. Thank you for the opportunity to 
respond to this survey. I really don't blame BP.... things like this 
happen.... I still buy BP gas... frequently, actually. 

3 2/25/11 12:18AM 

See above comments. 
4 2/25/11 12:19AM 

BP should be tried as criminals by the US government. The entire 
handling of the oil spill was absolutely appalling, both by BP and the 
federal government. Really, really, disappointed and disgusted. The BP 
facebook page in particular is totally ridiculous, and the people that buy 
into their bullshit are totally clueless. The deepwater horizon oil spill was 
a terrible crime against the planet, and BP is getting off way too easy. 

5 2/25/11 2:11AM 

You listed "Youtube" twice in question 11.
6 2/25/11 3:41AM 



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | XXIII  
 

There have been many crisis' by other companies. No other company has 
stuck to it's word like BP has. They are the first company that have been 
in dire straits that have not appealed to the government for funds or a 
bailout...they have not diversified and then claimed bankruptcy. I give 
them alot of credit for this. In fact, they have made history as being the 
first company to not bail. 

7 2/25/11 4:00AM 

Don't cut corners and be safe 
8 2/25/11 4:39AM 

United States mainstream press(network and cable tv) tended to focus on 
the sensationalism of the Oil Spill by only putting forth the negative 
situations/stories and not focusing on the positive efforts at the time of the 
spill, cleanup, and follow up. They painted BP as a money hungry, 
ignorant, and out of touch company. It got to be so disturbing that I found 
getting more information from the BP Facebook Page really gave the 
ongoing efforts to repair the accident and the people affected much more 
available. 

9 2/25/11 5:37AM 

The whole debacle was a joke, the general American population thinks all 
is well and that it's over......truth (cries). 

10 2/25/11 5:50AM 

Peoples negative/positive comments about BP does not effect if I buy 
their products. I decided not to because we are getting starved out (not 
compensated at all), and I am not going to put what little bit of money I 
have into their pockets. I lost my job (a really great job) because of the oil 
spill. I have proof of everything I made before the oil spill and proof that 
the business closed because of the spill, and still no compensation. I make 
my opinions of BP by articles I read from the local news and local 
scientist. I had to block alot of people from the BP America website 
because I felt they were being abusive to me for stating my opinion. 

11 2/25/11 7:24AM 

It was an accident! And it was remedied! The president soaked them! 
12 2/25/11 7:46AM 

I like the way the CEO lied stating"that it was no big deal"ah,yeah it 
was.He had to resign cuz of it,the Co.new to an extent that the Pipe may 
leak,they proceeded anyway.Ppl.REALLY suffered down 
South.Fisherman,anybody that had a Ocean type job were out of work,it 
took BP Months to help these Ppl.theyu lost their Homes,livelyhoods,etc. 

13 2/25/11 11:56AM 

BP is never going to get away with this. Many were/are committed to 
making sure that all of this information was shared. No undoing it now. 
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14 2/25/11 10:06PM 

Mr. Hayward should be enrolled in classes on how to handle himself 
during a crisis. Many statements he made were petulant, condescending, 
and rude. He should have been more forthcoming and apologetic to those 
whose lives were impacted. Also, having BP offer grants to gulf scientists 
to share their findings with BP only and not release them for years to the 
general public/government. 

15 2/25/11 11:02PM 

I will boycott BP for life. They used foreign owned mercenaries on 
American soil in the Gulf to harass and violate the civil rights of 
American citizens directly impacted by their ineptitude and their 
profiteering. Our own Homeland Security agency helped them achieve 
this so that our own government is promoting a corporate agenda at the 
people's expense. There are people who are very ill there now thanks to 
this and we knew it was coming, even the government knew it was 
coming due to past data collected during the Exxon Valdiz as well as 
other spills--it was all covered in the House Subcommittee on Commerce 
and Energy---see the statements of Henry Waxman, Frank Palone and 
others. Our own EPA ignored their scientific findings and took BP's side 
and this all happened because globally we are past Peak Oil production 
and the US and probably other countries are running scared. A major prop 
in our national and global economy is about to collapse. This is the big 
oily elephant in the living room that the Govt uses as a coffee table. Right 
now dozens of still born and miscarried dolphins are washing ashore in 3 
Gulf States, shrimp and crab have black gills and oil in their digestive 
tracks, oyster beds are dead, they did not spawn this season and if there 
are survivors at this late date, I heard that those were stunted, that they did 
not grow. We have oil still coating vast areas in the Gulf killing coral and 
our filter feeders are dead as well, raising arsenic levels in the ocean and 
worst of all, BP/Monstanto/Nalco released GMO bacteria in the gulf with 
special skimmers to eat said oil --they have transformed that whole area 
into a petri-dish. Our government harasses independent scientists, some 
have had their results and notes and samples confiscated and the press 
ignores this all--as often as not. It is a nightmare. And it will happen again 
on land and in the ocean til we either run out of fossil fuels or entire 
communities really get together and stand up to these corporate bullies 
and their bought and paid for public servants.

16 2/26/11 4:44AM 

We live in Destin, Florida and our family has been terribly affected by the 
spill. We couldn't find employment and have not seen a penny from BP 
yet. We had to look ad hundred of BP ads - full color in the newspaper 
printed almost daily and later weekly: Their "Making things right"-
campaign where they spend millions of PR bucks. It is difficult to report 
tarballs on the beach because they want all your information and then call 
you back and want directions. There is no way where water samples can 
currently be found and we don't know how chemicals affect us. They state 
the beaches are clean but they are not. There are tiny tiny tarballs right on 
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the waterline - billions to be found if you look around. BP workers can't 
pick them up because they must wear boots and are not allowed to get 
their feet wet. I have talked to the head of the social media in Texas (her 
Name was Katherine) and asked why they don't take the social bullies 
from their facebook face and she said they like to keep their forum open 
to the people. Post a negative remark and they will bully you till you 
blood boils. They claim BP doesn't pay them but I am not so sure...! After 
I posted comments on the BP facebook I hated BP even more. All their 
making it right and we are doing so well and everything is peachy is like a 
slap in the face for the people of the Gulf Coast that have suffered 
financially so badly that we don't know if we'll ever recover. BP would 
look much better had they done no PR and advertising. If they had put a 
sincere person that truly cared about what happened here in charge, and 
had said "We really fucked this up" and given the appropriate manpower 
to fix it - made be we would have believe it. I have dealt a lot with BP. I 
think it's great you use this for your master thesis! Don't hesitate to ask if 
you have more questions! 

17 2/27/11 3:31AM 

FBP... 
18 2/27/11 4:37AM 

It's over. Let's move on. 
19 2/28/11 7:43AM 

Pleased with the tremendous effort and handling of the physical aspects of 
containing the spill and the resultant capping of the well, and extremely 
pleased with all the efforts toward clean up, restoration and remediation. 

20 3/1/11 12:32AM 

bp did a great job in cleaning up the mess that transocean made. 
Transocean got a free pass on this, they should be the ones held 
accountable. Since they owned and operated the rig. However, being 
Transocean is a foreign company (non-american, sweedish) old maritime 
laws protects thier liabilities. Being bp is an "american" company (atleast 
bp america is) they could be succeptable scape goat. 

21 3/1/11 8:26AM 

My sister lives in the Mexico Beach, FL area where the spill occurred. We 
vacation in the Rosemary Beach, FL area several times per year. We 
found the most reliable info on the Facebook Page The Oil Spill and 
South Walton/Scenic Hwy 30A. The news painted a much worse picture 
on the beaches than we found when we got there. Don't get me wrong, the 
beaches were grim. We saw children playing in tar covered waters and 
sand. We fear that the area will be changed forever. We are so 
disappointed in BP and their carelessness in drilling offshore period- let 
alone their ridiculous response to clean up their mess. 

22 3/1/11 8:52AM 

Ou government has put them in this position and our current government 
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would like to see everyone in America riding bikes or trikes or taking 
trains. They are trying to squeeze the oil out of us through our wallets. BP 
is just playing the game and the cards of doing business in the US. Less 
government is better. 

23 3/1/11 8:57AM 

why is there not a criminal investigation? why is bp not being held to 
account? why did the EPA let bp spray massive amounts of corexit 
dispersant on the gulf knowing full well that an application of this 
magnitude was unprecedented and given the fact that it's normally used 
for very small scale spills of like 500-1000 barrels? why has the media all 
but abandoned this story? why does the state of louisiana continue to 
whore itself out to oil companies? why do said oil companies get billions 
in tax breaks and subsidies? and given all the so-called advanced drilling 
technology, why is it that their response capabilities haven't advanced past 
circa 1980 technology? oh yeah, i almost forgot: fascism 1. A political 
regime, having totalitarian aspirations, ideologically based on a 
relationship between business and the centralized government, business-
and-government control of the market place, repression of criticism or 
opposition, a leader cult and exalting the state and/or religion above 
individual rights. please pardon my bitterness; i'm still quite angry 
regarding this whole debacle. good luck on your thesis, kylie. much love. 

24 3/1/11 11:54PM 

I live on mobile bay in Alabama. I witnesses a completely different reality 
than what was presented by bp, the media and our federal government. 
tHE only honest information and unfiltered info and communication 
became a network of 'witnesses' on facebook. This proved to be the only 
source of truth and locals became very dependent on these reports. Feel 
free to contact me if you would like me to put you in touch with other 
locals. Amanda Richardson Bacon...facebook 

25 3/2/11 2:30AM 

blood tests coming back with petroleum contaminants 
26 3/2/11 10:11AM 

Bp has mounted an impressive PR campaign but it falls flat with the 
repeated deception, incompetence and impotence of it's people on the 
ground. They rotated talking heads in and out of our community repeating 
the" we want to make it right" mantra. But the people had no authority or 
budget to actually do anything but talk. In my county, BP provided 14 
million dollars worth of advertising to encourage tourists to come on 
down, but not a dime toward testing the water or sand to make sure it was 
safe. The focus from day one has been to make it out of sight, not right. 
I'd say the company did an amazing job of strategy, pitting multiple 
financial interests against public health and safety. BP has clearly won 
and we the people of the Gulf Coast all lose. I met just this morning (3-1-
11) with several of the directors of the BP GCRO, also Unified Command 
, Coast Guard and DEP, etc. They are still pedaling their wares and the 
tourism industry folks are still putty in their hands. All willing to accept 
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short term gains rather than actually doing the things necessary to make 
things right in the long run. 

27 3/2/11 6:31PM 

They missed several pivotal moments for great PR. Apologizing is always 
the best policy. People want their questions answered. People want real-
time testing for dispersant and PAH levels- down to the tiniest drop of 
toxins tested. People need health assessments- they could look like heroes 
if they would take small steps such as this. People want animals (living 
and dead) tested- for PAH levels and for COREXIT. The dispersant is a 
huge concern because it has never been used in real life in these exact 
conditions. Worries are warranted. 

28 3/3/11 4:04AM 

Having visited the "affected" area in July, I learned that the media had 
blown the situation totally out of proportion. Many local business people 
lost quite a bit of money because of the irresponsible actions of the media. 
People stayed away from the gulf when 95% of the area was perfectly 
safe and oil free. I'm NOT defending BP. But accidents DO happen. 
Could it have been avoided? Yes. Hopefully we all will learn from this. 

29 3/3/11 4:39AM 

Being in the middle of all of this - everyone just wants to move on - BUT 
when it comes to giving out the settlements - There is no rhyme or reason 
- Two people working in the same industry - with the same pay - one 
would get $23,000 the other $2,300. We have been told it depends on the 
adjuster - Well, THAT should have been monitored more closely. I would 
also like to say, we are not totally done - there are plumes of oil under the 
surface of the Gulf that could come up at any time - so we are very 
cautious when we see strange things in the water - people here are very 
"attack" oriented. They so easily call something oil first - just to find out it 
is red tide! Also, during the spill - we were not shown the amount of 
REAL sea animals that lost their life - I believe BP kept that TOP secret 
as to not totally alarm us as to how bad it was. 

30 3/3/11 8:44AM 

Irresponsible, Lack of consciousness , Greedy, Narcissistic, Complete 
disregard to the Earth and the living beings that inhabit the Earth. 
Destructive and Controlling, negligent, deceptive, manipulative, sad. 

31 3/3/11 9:57AM 

It seems as if the media essentially forgot about the oil spill once tourist 
season ended. Why is that? Did that huge catastrophic spill suddenly 
disperse? Why did we go from constant coverage to nothing? Interesting 

32 3/3/11 1:27PM 

It is such a sad disaster that quite probably could have been prevented if 
BP hadn't put profits over people and the environment. It's hard to believe 
most of the media and public in general have pretty much forgotten about 
this tragedy. I find it sickening that BP can seemingly get away with 
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destroying our planet. 
33 3/4/11 12:17AM 

BP has not been honest about this disaster. We are still seeing heavy 
amounts of oil, destruction of the ecosystems and wildlife and yet BP has 
paid billions of dollars to local tourist Development Centers to promote 
that everything is fine. There are not and have not been truth in the health 
statements and many people across the region are sick with upper 
respiratory issues without getting proper care. BP has paid off the doctors, 
the news journalists and reseasrchers. The GCCF and Ken Feinberg are 
employees of BP who are being paid to save BP money not provide for 
the real losses associated with this disaster. The whole thing is a scam and 
yet the US news is not reporting the truth. 

34 3/10/11 12:14AM 

I WAS IN SEAGROVE FLORIDA WHEN THESPILLS WERE 
COMING IN. THE WEEKS BEFORE I WENT THERE, FACEBOOK 
WAS THE MOST HELP AND THE MOST TRUTHFUL. I ALMOST 
CANCELED MY TRIP BUT AFTER TALKING TO PEOPLE WHO 
WERE THERE I FELT GOOD ABOUT GOING AND IM GLAD I DID. 

35 3/11/11 4:17AM 

when we vacationed in august we saw virtually no impact from the spill. 
beaches were great, waters fine. 

 
   



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | XXIX  
 

APPENDIX 6  – Key informant interviews 

Neil Chapmen   

Past:   BP Head of Communications for Global Refining and Marketing in UK  

            (finished end of 2010) 

Present:  Founder of crisis communications firm Alpha Voice Communications. 

Interviewed: 03-02-2011 

Speaker   

Kylie  Did BP have a crisis communication plan before the spill? 

Neil  Yes, if you’re a part of the energy industry that’s typical. We run drills, 

and we look at our crisis communication plan, they’re regulatory 

requirements. You get tested on them. And I can tell you someone asked 

me one day ‘so what do you do in such courses’ – the longest one I was 

in, in terms of an exercise with a company, I think was six days literally 

playing out what would happen in the case of an oil spill in Egypt, and we 

had hundreds of people involved playing that out. And you can do another 

one where you sit around the table and you just talk through ‘What would 

you do if…’ and you have to identify solutions and thereafter look at what 

issues you would face. With questions asked such as ‘What might we 

have to adjust’ and ‘oh dear if that was to happen have we got that 

person’s telephone number.’ Basically all the nitty gritty things.   

Kylie   So it’s not just high management that attends these courses? 

Neil Ok, so it typically   is the people who would be involved, say the 

operational people - who would attend such training courses. You also 

have every two years (in the USA) SONS – Spill Of National 

Significance drill so you can participate in that as a company as well.  

Kylie  I’ve heard that such training drills were not attended by many in BP and 

multi-agencies who collaborated together during the spill’s acute stage - 

and this was one of the problems for collaborative efforts in the spill. Did 

you find this to be the case? 

Neil  Ok, let me come to this point: in the Gulf of Mexico, where I worked, 

every year you’re probably facing 3-4 storms where you are ramping up 

to deal with it as a crisis or an emergency. Certainly Katrina was a crisis, 
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Rita was a crisis, etc. And with such crises there are naturally a number of 

people who work to solve the crisis from various agencies. Now people 

come in, people go out; you will typically focus your training on the 

operational people and people like myself in communications. So for 

instance, in a legal department that may be 80 strong in a large 

organization you might find only, say 6 of those people who are well 

trained and then there are others who had attended a course 3 years ago. 

However, what was different about this one is that it sucked in so many 

resources and people had to be pulled in from different parts of the world 

because they had the expertise we needed.  These people may not have 

been trained in the Incident Command System (ICS) in the United States. 

However they may know their local system, and not the US system, as 

different countries operate differently. Or it could be this was bringing in 

30 people from our legal department sucking them out from our daily 

business and maybe 10-15 of those never attended the exercise. And you 

would have that replicated in HR, and various other departments. That’s 

just the way of life really.  

Kylie  Ok now going back to the crisis communication plan – how did social 

media come in to play? Was it really incorporated, did people learn about 

this beforehand? 

Neil  Well first off I left the United States and started in the UK in 2008. So as 

far as I know social media hadn’t really been revised with us saying ’hey 

social media has come along in the meantime we better incorporate that.’ 

However in saying that the corporation in the US had a Twitter account, 

typically broadcasting, as you find with many corporations, not really 

engaging.  I don’t think we’d looked at YouTube, certainly we dabbled in 

a blog, you could probably Google that a senior American executive 

launched an internal blog which was featured in the FT one time. So 

Social Media was a bit itsy bitsy.  We were probably ahead of some 

organizations and a long way behind others. But the one thing I would 

say, and I look back on this, is that in 2005, when we had an explosion at 

one of our refineries in Texas city, which I was involved in the 

communications as well. Now atthat time social media hadn’t come along 
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however one of the things we did do was  launch a website in 2005 where 

we were interacting with people; where they could submit questions to us 

and comments etc. and they would receive a reply. So at that stage, in my 

view, we had gotten over a philosophical point where BP was willing to 

interact with people.  We were doing that, however what we hadn’t 

necessarily done was  ramp it up in light of what has happened in social 

media since 2005.   

Kylie  So such a past crisis didn’t make BP think that they needed to keep an eye 

on new communication advancements and continually perfect their crisis 

communication plan?  

Neil  No, it didn’t. However what we did do was say with other problems, for 

instance the one that was in Alaska  Thunderhorse - we launched websites 

that were not static websites – you could interact. To many in the 

community this was the gateway to how they received information from 

us.     

Kylie  So basically you’re very much at par with many organizations, with the 

pre-crisis stage. For instance still becoming familiar with how social 

media works and considering whether you want to incorporate it into your 

crisis communication plans. So you’d done a little social media but it 

wasn’t full blown and incorporated into your crisis plan?   

Neil  Exactly, if you took a scale from 1-10. Back then we were probably a 2/3. 

Kylie  Now moving onto the Gulf of Mexico crisis, how was the crisis 

communication team assembled? 

Neil  The timeline, as far as I remember, was an outside PR agency 

(Brunswick) was brought in to supplement the resources we had. […] So I 

had some discussions with some people back in London and we said yes, 

it’s a good idea to utilize this channel [social media] more, however there 

are some dangers here. So it wasn’t taking place where I was, however I 

finally got involved because I saw that Ogilvy & Mather, with whom we 

already had a relationship with in the USA, had been brought in. Then I 

noticed that the Twitter account was being set up for BP so already stuff 

was being posted by US Coast Guard on YouTube and they were using 

flickR. So it’s not a continual flowing timeline as I have snatches of it and 
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Ogilvy & Mather become involved and really started to ramp up.    

Kylie  Were you reliant on the experience of the US Coast Guard in reference to 

social media?     

Neil  Well Unified Command brings many parties together and we are the 

‘naughty boy’ – the responsible party. US Coast Guard is quite forward 

thinking in social media. So imagine this, I’m sitting in a media room 

which houses sixty people and I have two coast guards either side of me, 

whom are both around 22 (so as you see about 20 yrs younger than me). I 

hear them talking and I hear they have a Facebook page and I ask them to 

show me their Facebook page. Then someone at BP says well, we can 

also do that but we also have to be aligned with the Coast Guard. So 

thereare a lot of things happening and with the Coast Guard we are 

feeding in information (not just keeping information to ourselves) as we 

are a part of Unified Command. Then someone behind me creates a 

Facebook page. Then two days later someone from the US Government 

comes in and says, alright it’s my job to align all these (the Facebook, 

Twitter, PIER pages etc)  so they are all linked in technically so we aren’t 

posting here in order to post to there. So it’s all happening very quickly. 

Kylie Did the shift of names of the website along with the constantly changing 

responsibilities of agencies collaborating in the crisis jeopardize the 

communication strategy?   

Neil  No, not really, because in the beginning when I arrived I could probably 

name them: EPA, DHS, NOAH etc. They were what I call the usual 

suspects/ the usual crowd. However, when it was declared a spill of 

national significance literally I looked around and I was like ‘wow who’s 

come in here!’  Suddenly, there were  people from every agency. I turned 

to my colleague and said ‘god I’ve never seen so many uniforms in one 

place’ and I turned to someone and said ‘so where are you from?’ with the 

reply ‘I’m from the Navy’ and then I said to someone jokingly ‘I bet the 

Air Force comes soon’ and the next day I saw someone from the Air 

Force and then I said ‘we just need someone from NASA here’ and 

someone said ‘ ‘Oh there’s someone from NASA over there.’  There were 

just so many agencies; you couldn’t use the real estate of the website to 
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reflect how many agencies there were. 

Kylie  Did such multi-agency collaboration make streamlining the message 

difficult? 

Neil  Well, you all collaborate round the Joint Information Site and you feed 

information into that because you are a part of the Unified Command, but 

at the same time you have every right as part of Unified Command to 

utilize your company website to address some of the stakeholders you 

need to address. For example, US Coast Guard doesn’t have to address 

the Investment Community, we have to, and we have stock exchange 

legal requirements. Therefore it’s perfectly appropriate for us to use our 

website and you have the same for EPA – they do that because they’re the 

wildlife service, they want to provide a little bit more detail about how 

they are supporting the effort. Um and it just gets compounded with so 

many other agencies involved. I actually think that it held together very 

well, that’s my view. For the number of agencies that were involved, it 

could come off the rails occasionally however we worked very hard to 

make sure that when something was going up on our website or any other 

channel it was available on the Joint Information Center site. We worked 

very hard at aligning those two. You might find another agency in 

Washington that posted something, ten minutes before and it became 

almost like an air traffic control.        

Kylie  Now looking at the JIC model where it was more bottom-up (‘meaning 

the facts originated at the scene of the event and the process was designed 

to facilitate those facts being distributed to the public with a minimum of 

bureaucracy and delay.’), as opposed to later on in the crisis where things 

became top-down (where Homeland Security and Whitehouse staff were 

in direct control of administrations). Did such changes in crisis 

communication on a multi-agency level strain BP communication efforts? 

Neil  I don’t think it had anything to do with ‘bottom-up’ or ‘top-down’. I think 

what was a strain sometimes was the very fact you had so many 

organizations – let me give you an example: I remember one day at one 

point seeing live video footage of what was going on and this is footage 

showing what is going on at the time. Now for some viewers that don’t 
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necessarily understand what they’re seeing - and I can’t remember what 

the operation was - it was one operation where we were trying something 

and so they’re watching live and they see something and we suddenly get 

a flurry of calls saying does that mean – ‘you’ve stopped the well?’. In 

effect you have to say that at that point we would then have to issue a 

statement to say what happened. The fact is they have just seen it live and 

in order to get the message cleared our lawyers had to look at it, Coast 

Guard lawyers had to look and verify it and there’s a whole range of 

things that needed to be done in order to get a message approved. That 

process might have taken, I think, two hours at one point and its nine 

o’clock at night and people have to sleep. So yes, there was a little bit of 

strain with this as journalists were saying they thought this event had 

happened. But for us, we have to make sure it had happened; we have to 

make sure we’re saying exactly the right thing and confirm it. It’s 

happened live but at the same time there has to be a little bit of a delay so 

you can confirm it’s happened.  So due to these processes unfolding, yes, 

there was a little bit of strain.   

 

And atthe same time ‘do you think you’ve seen the well capped?’ Well,  it 

looks like it has but only a technical person can tell you that and they’re 

based in Houston so you need a conversation with them whilst allowing 

them to finish their job and talk to them and say ‘is that shut?’ It looks as 

though it is.’ With them saying back ‘well actually the pressure 

reading…I’m not quite sure’ because nothing is so black and white in 

these instances. So yes, it does become a little strained because there is a 

process but at the same time what someone thinks they’re seeing isn’t 

exactly was has necessarily happened. 

Kylie  Ok. So in reference to the ROVs (Remotely Operated Vehicles). In your 

opinion, were the ROVs good for the public to see and was it a wise move 

in hindsight for BP to have shown ROV footage live? 

Neil  Well, first they could see things they couldn’t necessarily understand and 

say ‘is ‘this’ what I just saw?’  I’m not an expert as there are only a few 

people in the world who understand some of that stuff and that’s what’s 
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so difficult. I need to speak to ‘that’ person but I also need to let them do 

their job and then explain it as ‘no that is not what you see’ and you 

would get constant flurries. We had a policy whereby we had to say we 

are working on something when we finish in the next 6 hours if we have 

closed this or done that we will issue a statement. People are not that 

patient so people would always say has it happened. So we instituted a 

policy, at the start, where we said we will only issue a statement when we 

know for certain things have happened.   

 

Now with regards to the second part of the question, I think it was a good 

and bad thing. First off once we had all 17 views it was a good thing but 

to get to that point was extremely difficult. Why? Because just to put up 

one of those live video footages at the first point risked knocking down 

the server because we knew lots of people would watch it. We relied on 

the operational people to be able to view it in order to make operational 

decisions. So wecouldn’t risk that, so we had to set up the server capacity 

in order to be able to provide people that live feed. Finally we had fifteen, 

so imagine the server capacity and that’s what Gerald talked about in his 

paper. To get to that point took a long time and in the mean time the first 

visual they’re seeing is the big leak. I could see all fifteen and at that time 

when all they can see is the big leak there’s a lot of activity going on. It’s 

just that we weren’t able to show it until later on, but all the time they’re 

not seeing that activity, they’re assuming it’s not happening. What people 

fail to grasp is that we’re talking about setting up a band width and 

capacity that’s typically put in place for the Olympics. It just doesn’t 

happen overnight.  

 

So was it good. It was good when people could see the entire activity 

going on; it was bad when they saw just one thing and it was the leak and 

they thought nothing was happening. It reinforced that awful feeling: this 

is an awful thing and no one’s doing anything about it.  

 

Just to finish that thought. It was interesting what happened just a few 
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weeks later. Do you remember the Chilean miners? I said to someone 

‘you know isn’t it interesting people we’re watching what was happening 

a mile under the sea and we’ve shown them that a few weeks later they 

were watching what was happening a mile under the earth’. At least they 

had time to put that in place so that people could watch it live. The fact 

that we had to put it in place…it was the logistics. 

Kylie  Now going back to the broad picture could you list the other social media 

platforms that were incorporated? 

Neil  We had Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, QuickPic, Blogs, Websites, SMS 

msg…and many more. What springs to mind that we didn’t do? 

Kylie  What I couldn’t figure out was whether or not you used prominent 

bloggers to mediate the negative talk online? 

Neil  I mean no one was treated any differently to be frank. We were aware of 

what the bloggers were saying because we were using monitoring tools 

where a daily report would be composed illustrating what was happening 

on mainstream media, social media and what was happening in the 

broadcast media. So we typically got a report on what the main issues 

were. We didn’t make a particular outreach to bloggers etc.  If they called 

us I would talk to them no matter who they were - I talked to 

organizations I’d never heard of and as you know one of the difficulties is 

measuring the effectiveness and reach of a blogger. You typically don’t 

treat any of them differently. Well at least we didn’t. 

Kylie  Was there a social media platform which stood out ahead of the rest in 

terms of an effective crisis communication tool? 

Neil  One of the things I noticed - and it was the first time I’d seen this - and I 

was like, wow this is again showing how powerful social media is. For 

example, we were dealing with thirty different languages, we didn’t 

typically have the claim forms that people wanted already printed. We 

had to create the form but we had to identify the languages and to do that 

quite quickly is rather difficult, because translations are quite difficult and 

it wasn’t the easiest with  languages like Laos, Vietnamese, Cambodian, 

etc. And what would happen is you would see some discussion say on 

Facebook of people commenting on ‘I’m looking for this’ and ‘where can 
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I go for that’ and I noticed at one point when we put out a link to a new 

claim form that was in a particular language or dealing with a particular 

issue you would then see people pointing other people to it. So I thought, 

well this is interesting because instead of us having to give out all the 

information all the time what was happening was people were helping 

each other to get to the information they needed. So in fact it takes off the 

burden off us because as long as we put out good information then people 

will help each other get to it, when usually you would have to go on a big 

outreach program to do that (which we still did) but it was pretty 

heartening to think there were people out there helping each other.  That 

was the difference and I think Facebook was probably the one where I felt 

I saw more of that. 

Kylie  I was told BP didn’t let people reply on Facebook, as it was inactive to 

comments. Was this the case and why was this? 

Neil  I don’t really know. Because to tell you the truth I typically relied on the 

website as that was where all the information content was and was the hub 

for information. It was the social media channels which relayed such 

information via hyperlinks etc. to the broader online community.  What I 

do know is that through the website people could email us with their 

questions and comments and they would get replies other than those that 

were threatening death etc. and there were quite a few icky dreadful ones. 

In terms of emails we had around 2000 come in every day and we had a 

team replying to those.  

Kylie  And just to go back to something we touched on earlier just to make sure I 

got the point. In reference to the JIC model and the change to the national 

response framework and external affairs annex, you said there weren’t 

any real changes which occurred in relaying information to the public?  

Neil  No I don’t believe so. Is this something you got from Gerald Baron’s case 

study? (Kylie: exactly)…oh ok well let me see how I should say this 

…hmm…not that I have anything to hide…listen. Gerald’s paper to me 

explains something that was happening in real time. Did you ever watch  

American football? (Kkylie : personally I’m a rugby fan myself…but go 

ahead) Alright you know when you watch a play in American 
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football…it’s a sudden rush of things and then they stop. Then they show 

you the same play from five or six different angles and then you get a 

better understanding of what happened in those five to six seconds. Ok so 

reading Gerald’s paper explained to me in real time what I was living 

…the reason I say that is the way I see it, is wehad the JIC model where 

we were working collaboratively, we continued to work collaboratively 

but what happened, under the normal circumstance of an oil spill it 

doesn’t necessarily take in the level of community outreach that we had to 

do and the US government was beefing that up and it  had to be 

incorporated much more strongly in our response.  We had started that 

process but the people who really have a great deal of experience and 

expertise in that are FEMA and they work under a different structure 

when they do hurricane response. So we’re talking about an oil spill in its 

typical response it doesn’t have that much of a large community outreach 

as a hurricane response does. So whatI was seeing in real time was the 

meshing of these systems so it wasn’t a change. it was a co-operation 

corporation of a stronger element of community outreach and only by 

reading Gerald’s paper afterwards did I realize  that’s what was happening  

Kylie  Ok, so Gerald’s case study was painting a bird’s eye view of what was 

taking place in the JIC which you of course at the time were not really 

aware of as you were focused on precise tasks ahead? 

Neil  Exactly …but let me elaborate. So for example; I’m sitting in a wooden 

hut and you have people coming in all the time…it seems quite chaotic 

…it’s almost like you’re starting a new company. There’s new people 

coming and going all the time and you’re getting to know each other and 

then two minutes later they’re gone. It’s quite chaotic in some ways…in 

that sense. And someonearrives and you introduce yourself to them and 

they come up to you and say oh ‘I’m from FEMA’ then you say ‘oh that’s 

interesting where have you been deployed from?’ and they tell you where 

and then you carry on with your work. Then in the afternoon you notice 

there’s someone new in the hut which housed about forty people. Then 

you go up to them and introduce yourself and they say ‘I’m from FEMA’ 

and you go oh ok and you suddenly think that’s two people from FEMA. 
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Oh this is a new agency I didn’t realize was being sent in. Then you get 

back to doing your tasks again and you notice there’s someone else who’s 

new there and you go to introduce yourself and you think they’re from 

another agency but oh no they’re sitting next to the FEMA people and you 

go arrrrh….FEMA is being deployed into this system more and eventually 

they come up to you and say ‘now you’re the liaison for BP’ and you  

reply ‘yes I am’ and then they say ‘ok then what we need to do is talk to 

your people on the ground. Who are they and how do I get hold of them?’  

Oh ok…I’ll be happy to….see it’s happening hour by hour…you 

suddenly realize FEMA is getting involved, which makes sense, and then 

you think ok so now they want us to do that and what it eventually leads 

to, about a week later, is you’re putting together almost an agreement of 

telling them what we’ve done and what processes and structures we have 

in place and what can we collaborate on and what expertise do they have 

that we are struggling with…and it’s all happening and being meshed. So 

it doesn’t happen in like…you know someone doesn’t just blow a whistle 

and stop and say ‘alright guys FEMA has been deployed and I want you 

all to know that’….I mean it’s happening before your eyes and you’re 

going ‘ok what’s happening here.’     

Kylie  So you did feel the change in some way when the new structure took a 

hold? 

Neil  Yes particularly when they deployed people that came and said…oh  

we’re language specialists and we’re here to translate everything you’ve 

got into different languages’ and I turn around and say ‘actually we’ve 

been doing some of that you know’…and they’re going ‘oh…you 

have…well that’s good’ because they assumed that it hadn’t happened. 

Because what happened is they’ve had a call from their boss up in 

Washington saying ‘tomorrow you’ve got to be down in Louisiana and 

you’ve got to help with this and that’…So everyone is trying to find their 

feet; it’s like starting a new job for many people and if you’ve been there 

for two days, you’re experienced hands so you help those people. Does 

that give you more of a picture?…   

Kylie  Yes it does give me more of an idea of what went on. Now if I can just 
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move on to the flip side of that; looking at it more in the media light.  

 

At the start, press conferences were conducted with a number of agency 

representatives up on the podium giving the conference. But once the 

model got changed somewhat to the new structure with FEMA having 

more of a stronghold on communications within the JIC… Doug Suttles, 

the BP Incident Commander got asked to step down and not take centre 

stage at these conferences further.  Did such a situation strain 

communication efforts for BP? 

Neil  Well Gerald’s addressed this point. One of the things that was so different 

in reference to this incident, even if you compare it to the tsunami, even if 

you compare it with 9/11. Try to think of an incident that went on for so 

long. The tsunami was an immense, huge incident but it happened and 

you just had to deal with the consequences. The the awful thing about oil 

spills  is that they go on and on and on. And with the Gulf of Mexico oil 

spill it just went on and on and there was simply no end in sight. And 

itcame to a point where we’re in Unified Command and we are the 

responsible party and the public is wondering  who is in charge?. We 

know who is in charge – it’s the US Government, but they are as part of 

the system, allowing us to talk about what we’re doing and we’re on the 

same platform and that’s Doug Suttles. And then one day it becomes very 

clear the way the US government wants to address the confusion; that 

both the media and the public have to who is in charge…..-  and that is to 

say we are definitely in charge (as they have been in charge all along) and 

we will not be appearing on a platform with BP. They didn’t announce 

that they had just told us ‘look now when we hold press conferences it’s 

going to be just the US government and you are not going to be a part of it 

sorry…you might have to give us some information for it but that’s it’. So 

we go ok, so what can we do? We are not going to stop saying to people 

what we’re doing about this and we didn’t.  Doug Suttles still held regular 

press conferences where he would fly up to the site then come back, land, 

and then hold more press conferences. The…Whitehouse and the US 

Government was trying to address the public and say ‘hey we’re in 
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charge’ (which they were) and they just didn’t want BP muddying the 

waters so to speak. So we carried on with our own thing…not in 

defiance…we were under no instruction to say look you can’t talk to the 

public...it’s just that ‘look sorry guys you’re not going to be doing it 

standing next to a coast guard’. It didn’t change things much, as far as we 

were concerned. I can tell you that in my life things got a little bit easier 

because if we were setting up a press conference I didn’t need to talk to as 

many people. I just needed to tell the Coast Guard ’look we will be setting 

up a press conference it will be at 2pm down at’ ….and the guy will go 

‘ok’. And then I don’t have to liaise with him for the next two hours to 

make sure BP’s guy is there on time and when they change the time he 

knows. So suddenly we didn’t have to do everything with three to four 

people, we could do it ourselves.            

Kylie  Now moving on to a question I’m sure you’ve been asked numerous times 

in reference to Tony Hayward and the negative press he endured. Do you 

think it was wise for BP to have had him left, right and center in the 

media limelight, or should another person have been the main 

spokesperson for the company….who was more trained in PR etc.?   

Neil  Well, first of all he wasn’t the only face; I had friends who gave 

interviews and overnight they became stars…so there were a lot of people 

doing interviews but Tony Hayward was on the ABC addressing at the 

national level and that is what you meant isn’t it? (Kylie: yes on the 

national level) …now on whether that was a good thing or not…it turns 

out….in some ways I don’t know….and the reason why I say that I don’t 

know is because ….put it the other way round…imagine if Tony Hayward 

hadn’t been there? Was it inevitable that he would lose his 

job…probably? You cannot have oil spilling into the Gulf of Mexico for 

the length of time we did and the head person isn’t held in some way 

responsible for it. Because it went on for so long. Was it made worse by 

some of the things he said…yes, but you know when I’ve been asked this 

question I’ve said …I was frustrated and I was in admiration. And the one 

thing I had to admire was that Tony Hayward said from very early on – 

‘I’m going to be front and center in this. This is my company. I feel 
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responsible and I’m going to be part of that.’ The problem is as a CEO he 

gets pulled this way and that way  trying to do a superhuman job and it’s 

inevitable that he gets sucked down into the vortex of what was a very 

difficult situation. It was almost inevitable after a week of almost no sleep 

you’re going to turn round and snap at someone and if you do it into a 

microphone it’s there forever. And so it was almost inevitable that when 

he said ‘I’m going to lead from the front’- which I have to admire him for 

- that it was almost like ‘I will be the shield and I will take the arrows’ 

and you’re thinking…and I know Tony you’re not the most effective 

interviewer we’ve got. Because I know that you’re very clever you 

understand these things and it’s not easy for you to sometimes get down 

to the ordinary level of people and say well let me explain this in ordinary 

language. And you drift off the message and quite frankly no one wants to 

hear you say anything other than we’ve fixed this thing and until you’ve 

fixed it…you have to keep on saying we are sorry this has happened and 

this is what we’re doing about it. So in some ways why I struggle with the 

answer to the question… and why I say I don’t know is because I don’t 

think you could have had it any other way and I don’t think anyone could 

have survived. As soon as I knew he was taking that path I thought…well 

he’d get sucked into it and he’ll get chewed up. 

Kylie  So you didn’t think that maybe you should have made another strategy? 

Neil  Well in hindsight I thought Bob Dudley should have been the one because 

he’s an American….therefore doesn’t have a British accent…mind you 

even the wrong American accent could have been a bad thing. However if 

Bob Dudley was the one in the hot seat…I’m also pretty sure he wouldn’t 

be the CEO now. Whoever was going to do it was almost the sacrificial 

lamb. So if your prime objective in any of these sorts of situations is to 

have your CEO survive then what it shows is they might have a better 

chance if they don’t get caught up in it. However my admiration for Tony 

Hayward, whom I’m sure must have known he was not going to see it 

through and still he went down in a way that said ‘I am responsible I’m 

going to do it’ and he got down and dirty and on the beaches and various 

places and it was the case of hey I might not survive this but I’m going to 
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do the honorable thing.  I have some admiration for him due to this. Does 

that answer your question? 

Kylie  Yes. Although there surely would have been times when you were 

frustrated with the comments he was making? 

Neil  Of course. I remember when I heard he’d said ‘I want my life back’ I 

thought *sigh what an earth would have made you say that! And then 

when you re-play it you realize actually he wasn’t saying he wanted his 

life back he was just trying to say ‘I want my life back too’, but it’s so 

easy to trip up in an interview. But asI have observed in the countless 

years I’ve been dealing with crisis communication one of the hardest 

things to teach a CEO who is extremely intellectual is to say …if you’re 

unsure of an answer….say ‘I don’t know’. Nothing beats the honest truth. 

So when questions such as ‘do you think this is going to be the biggest 

spill in…. you don’t know! It’s just so hard to do for many but it’s the 

best answer when you’re unsure of the facts. But also don’t stop 

there….say I don’t know but I’ll get you an answer or I don’t know but 

what I can tell you is… 

Kylie  Ok well moving into post-crisis communication. After the spill was 

capped did communication slow down or have you just been changing the 

way you’ve communicated? 

Neil  Well it still goes on just not in the headlines…they’re still drilling the 

relief well and that won’t be completed until March of 2011…with an 

estimation being the Gulf of Mexico will be restored in 2012. In terms of 

communication as you can see they’re still producing the videos, still on 

Facebook, still making Twitter updates etc It’s just into a different phase. 

Kylie  Now you can say that crises are inevitable...so when another crisis occurs, 

if you were still in the same position, what would you do differently in the 

crisis communication planning? Would you incorporate training in social 

media more so etc. 

Neil  In terms of social media I would definitely say you better get smart about 

it and not in a crisis (like we did), it’s just not the time to do it. There’s a 

whole raft of things you can do in the sense that communicators don’t 

necessarily put down procedures on…for example, you don’t normally 
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give a manual to someone and say now this is how we publish to our 

website,  but if you have to bring in extra resources that is what you’re 

going to have to do. You’re going to have to say you’re going to look 

after this area and this is how you do it in BP. So more discipline about 

procedures. And actually, to get more discipline day to day about how 

you meet, how you set appointments, objectives, because in any business 

what happens in any business is people say how meetings go on for too 

long, we don’t have an agenda. You aren’t going to suddenly get good in 

a crisis if you’re not good and effective in everyday business. So the one 

thing in a crisis that you typically have, which you don’t have day to day 

is money thrown at you. I mean no one is going to say to you don’t spend 

the money if it’s needed…However the one thing you don’t have is the 

luxury of time. You just don’t have enough time to do all the things you 

need to do, when being human, having to sleep, eat, and work very long 

hours. Therefore you just have to be much more effective and that comes 

from the day-to-day things. So in a nutshell be more effective day- to-day 

and you can usually think these things through but the problem with the 

BP event was it was so long and we hadn’t really addressed what we 

would do in such a lengthy event and I think that’s where a lot of 

organizations fall down. They can deal with the one day emergency, the 

two day emergency and maybe something that goes on for two weeks. 

However with something that goes on for months that’s a very different 

kettle of fish. 

Kylie  So do you think BP has taken this into account? 

Neil  Well honest truth I don’t know as I left at the end of last year. What I do 

know is that BP is still going through a recovery phase with this crisis. 

There is much litigation taking place and therefore as of yet they may 

simply not have had the time to sit down and really think it all through. 
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Past:       Senor FEMA official under President Bill Clinton. 
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                        (Bullock & Haddow)  

Interviewed:  10/2/2011 

Speaker   

Kylie  As you have said (during past interviews) this crisis certainly was unlike 

any other, considering the time span and the unknown way to fix the 

event.  

 

With you stating ‘it’s as if Katrina sat on top of New Orleans for six 

weeks without going away.’  

 

So considering this, considering the magnitude of the event, did the 

collaboration between stakeholders, brought together under the Incident 

Command System, really communicate effectively to the public, within 

the acute stage of the crisis? 

George I don’t think they had a commitment to communicate to the public. I think 

basically this was an event that the government decided not to be involved 

in, and what I mean by government I mean federal government. The 

Obama administration from the very beginning wanted BP to pay for 

everything and BP volunteered to pay for everything and when that 

agreement was put in place very early, Obama kept FEMA for instance 

and all other government emergency response elements out of the 

disaster. So the Unified Command for what it was worth, and I don’t think 

this is what they anticipated, when the government created the Unified 

Command and created the Incident Command Management System, was 

taken over by the private sector, BP. I know that Admiral Allan was the 

face of the Unified Command but in reality BP was calling the shots the 

entire time. I also think at the very beginning of that disaster BP was lying 

to the American people and to the people of South Louisiana about what 
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was going on and how severe  it was and I think there’s a lot of facts that 

prove that, such as underestimating the amount of oil leaking into the 

Gulf. And I think what they didn’t do, which is what has to happen in a 

disaster, is provide timely and accurate information to the public about 

what was going on and what their plans were. 

Kylie  So, just to confirm, you said BP were the ones ‘in charge’, so to say, all 
along? 

George They were in charge. It was their disaster and when the federal 

government decided that they weren’t going to be involved and they 

pushed, BP accepted the role of paying for the entire disaster then they 

got to be in charge of the disaster.   

Kylie  Now at the start you said that they weren’t communicating effectively to 

the public because they didn’t say accurately how much oil was spilling 

into the Gulf but in a different light…looking at it in terms of how they 

communicated to the public online… did you think they communicated 

effectively to the public?   

George Frankly I don’t know how much they did online but my guess is it’s no 

different to what they did with the television ad that they put up and the 

newspaper ad and the news conferences that they had. What they decided 

was that they were willing to pay for this spill, to clean it up, and they 

were trying to control the spill as best they could but I believe what they 

were more concerned about was that this event would prompt the US 

Congress to create more stringent regulations on their business and they 

wanted to avoid that so they used this disaster to communicate what they 

were doing and they did it very effectively. I mean, this was an excellent 

public relations campaign and they effectively sold themselves the way 

they have been selling themselves since 2000, as an environmental 

company when in reality they have got one of the worst records, in terms 

of pollution in any oil company and in this event they sold themselves as 

wanting to clean it up and be here for the long term, when in actual fact 

they left as soon as they capped the well. So no, in a disaster, the 

provision of timely and accurate information to the public and to all the 

stakeholders was critical to the response. In this disaster they didn’t 

believe that. What they believed was getting their message out in order to 
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prevent the US congress from getting interested in regulating them even 

further. That was their goal and they accomplished their goal, I think very 

well. 

Kylie   

George I think you have to understand that BP is a private identity…it’s a 

company. Well it’s not a private identity it is a publically owned for profit 

organization. So their officers were doing their fiduciary duty to protect 

their shareholders and their company. So in effect we put in charge people 

who weren’t really concerned about the people of South Louisiana, who 

weren’t concerned about the environment, what they were concerned 

about was making sure BP didn’t go bankrupt. So that was the mistake. 

Everything comes out of that decision and when they effectively got 

control of the Unified Command they put out as much as they wanted to 

put out and it had very limited amount to do with what was really going 

on in terms of the actual response or recovery efforts.  It was all about 

covering their areas of concern which was not in line, I don’t think, with 

the individuals of the community which were affected by the spill. .   

Kylie  There’s been a lot of talk about the NIMs/ICS and Unified Command in 

response to the spill with some saying it worked at times others saying it 

was compromised from the beginning because of ignorance, indifference 

and politics and the desire to frame the message a certain way. Do you 

think that the pure magnitude (considering the time span and the unknown 

way to fix the event) hindered communication efforts?  

 

Considering this, do you think there will be a revisit of business models 

for the future – on how private entities co- operate/collaborate with the 

US government within a crisis in the future?  

George No. First off I don’t think the event was too big I think that is a very lame 

excuse. The size of the event had nothing to do with it. BP controlled the 

message from the very beginning, what was unusual about this event was 

it was fifty miles off shore. So individuals like you and me could have 

been living here when Katrina occurred and witness the whole thing and 

have a cell phone and camera and recorded it…we didn’t have that 
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opportunity. So we had to take BP’s word and it turned out they were 

lying. I don’t think that the folks that created NIMs and ICS envisioned a 

Unified Command situation where the private sector company would be 

in charge and effectively that was the case and maybe they have to go 

back and re look at that. I think right now what is happening here is 

individuals are still filing claims with this private sector guy, Mr. 

Feinberg, who was hired by BP to award payment. Well this is what 

FEMA does for a living. They have the capability of accepting 

applications and determining the amount of award and distributing that 

money. Finberg doesn’t have any of those infrastructures so he’s 

struggling a lot. Now that part is getting overwhelmed because they’re 

using the wrong mechanism. The current administration did not want the 

federal government to pay for anything but I think a lesson to be learned 

here is, (and in emergency management nobody wants to tell you lessons), 

basically the lesson is that the private sector needs to be involved, 

especially in an event which is caused by the private sector, but it can’t be 

running the event and there has to be participation of the federal 

government in responding to the event and managing the flow of 

information both in terms of collecting, analyzing and disseminating it. It 

can’t just take a back seat to the private sector. The size of the event had 

nothing to do with the impact, what messages were sent out or who 

received them and how they received them and how quickly they received 

them – that was all driven by the folks at BP and Unified Command had 

no control over that.   

Kylie  I must admit I have been speaking to BP representatives this week and 

that might be the reason why I have that view. 

George Yeah they’d tell you that they were part of the Unified Command when 

truth be told they hide behind the Unified Command. Admiral Allan he 

did a very good job, I thought, of putting information that he knew in 

front of the public. Problem is he had no control over the information 

collection process. So he was relying on BP for information and it became 

pretty evident, at least down here, very earlier, at least to me, that BP was 

lying. Then they went into their public relations campaign and they very 
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skillfully picked topics and themes and spokespeople in their ads and in 

their announcements that were doing exactly what they should have been 

doing and you would have hoped that they did that. It was just all a big 

show and my guess is they spent ultimately as much on PR as they spent 

on anything else. And I would love to hear what the BP people have to 

say about that. 

Kylie  Because of what you do now in disaster planning and having your own 

disaster management planning and consulting firm what’s your opinion on 

social media used in crisis communication? Going on a completely 

different angle here. 

George Yeah well it’s changing. Since the tsunami it’s changed the disaster 

communications function a lot. Before the age of the tsunami pretty much 

the government and the mainstream media had control over the message 

and had control of the information that was collected and control over the 

information that was being put out to the public. There was , what we 

thought,  a major change back in the 1990s, when cable TV in this 

country went 24/7 reporting all the time so you had to feed that desire for 

more and more new information. Now with many with a cell phone, that 

can show you a picture of a disaster that occurred two minutes ago and 

that can be beamed around the world on the internet on YouTube, 

Facebook or whatever. The control of the message now is really in the 

hands of the individuals and the public.  

 

Now with social media, in my mind there are two specific functions of 

social media within a disaster. 

One is a function, at least in our country which FEMA is starting to adapt 

to, is an additional mechanism for getting information out to the public. 

That is no different to television, radio and newspaper. It’s just another 

mechanism where you try to post to as many people in the public as 

possible.  

The second element is that it’s an information collective system and that 

part hasn’t been taken advantage of.  So right now the government, and to 

a lesser extent the mainstream media have to figure out a way to collect 
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the tweets, Facebook messages and all the different information that’s 

floating out there immediately after a disaster and find a way to aggregate 

that data, validate it and use it to understand what’s going on, and to 

identify the needs – all the reasons you use information for during a 

disaster, and to identify how you’re going to allocate your resources to 

meet those needs. That part has not been mastered.  

 

A nice example of how social media can work is in Haiti when they had 

the …outbreak last year. They were able to track where the individuals 

were getting the disease located through the GPS on their cell phones. So 

I think looking back at what we were talking about the government needs 

to figure out how they are going to use this information to help them 

make decisions. They are already learning to be more effective at using it 

to get information out but taking information in I think is the future of 

social media. That’s where there’s an opportunity for the emergency 

management infrastructure in any country to get real time and more often 

than not valid information on what’s going on in the communities that 

have been affected by a major event.    

Kylie  Do you think the reason it hasn’t been taken in so far is simply because of 

a lack of training or do you think it is other elements too? 

George Well I think it’s new you know and government isn’t exactly quick at 

adopting anything new; they don’t put resources towards it. The 

emergency management in this country has been around since 1893, and 

back then when I first worked in FEMA it was only then, they started to 

believe that yes, you had to start talking to the media and talk to the 

public. They used to think that if they didn’t feel like it they wouldn’t do 

it but now you have to do it in a disaster that’s why we’re having this 

conversation because it has become a very recognized critical element of 

disaster response and also about mitigation, preparedness and recovery. 

So what it is, is a brand new tool and government and the folks in 

government and the folks in emergency management- some of those are 

still living in the age of short wave radio and they’re just now getting 

comfortable with talking to the TV and newspapers and radio reporters. 
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The FEMA director/ FEMA administrator now his got a Twitter account, 

he’s blogging, they use Facebook, they use YouTube but they’re still in 

kindergarten compared to where they need to be. They need to be in your 

school, they need to be masters at this and they’ll get there and once they 

get there there’ll be a new form of communication they’re going to have 

to master again.  

 

I think people have gotten to a point where they understand. I just saw an 

article the other say quoting the FEMA director for understanding that 

there’s this valuable information out there that’s not being captured and 

they have to figure out how to do it and once they place some resources in 

that I think they’ll do that pretty quickly. You look at the book that just 

came out about the Iranian revolt and what’s going on in Egypt. Twitter 

and Facebook drives it. It’s also the dictators, people in the secret police 

who are looking at the people that are up there on the internet and 

tracking them and finding them. So as usual, government finds the sinister 

uses of these things before they find the valuable uses of it. 

Kylie Is there anything else you would like to note in regards to the social media 

sphere? 

George I think emergency management folks around the world have got to 

embrace the fact that here is another means by which you can 

communicate timely and accurate information to the people. I think they 

need to create the technology that is going to allow them or help them 

understand all the information that’s flowing in from the disaster area, 

separate the facts from the fiction, then use that information to help them 

make decisions about how they are going to allocate resources and how 

they are going to meet the needs of the people that are affected by the 

disaster. I think those are the two valuable lessons about social media. 

Again as with everything in government it’s about resources so if 

somebody said this is going to really be important and that somebody is in 

the position to control resources. They’ll start putting some money into it. 

I don’t think they can afford to ignore it. I think that’s the problem. 

They’ve learned that in terms of getting communication out there, 



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | LII  
 

government doesn’t have control of the message anymore the people on 

the ground have that.  

Look what happens if something happens in your own town and you’re in 

distress, who’s going to save you? It’s going to start with the person 

closest to you. So it’s going to be someone in your own home; someone 

next door. The chances of you being saved by a fire fighter or first 

responder are pretty slim in a very big event because they’ll be spread so 

thin. So who’s the person that’s very likely going to have information 

immediately?  The person in the event.  Now people, especially the young 

generation who’ve grown up with this stuff, can get the information out in 

an instant. They can take a picture, they can take a video – load it up on 

the internet. It was something that used to take 2-4 hours for the 

emergency management to understand and if the public was lucky they 

would hold a press conference and tell the public and the media - back 

then traditional media -would put it out there. These days it can go out 

there instantly. 

 

Remember the airplane that landed in the river next to New York City? 

The very first picture, bearing in mind New York is the media capital of 

the world, of that disaster on any network was from a YouTube posting. A 

person who was in an office building right next to the river took a picture 

of it and it was up on the internet practically within a minute of that plane 

going in the water and that was the picture you saw on CNN and all the 

cable networks. So these folks are the ones that are going to report it and 

it’s not PIOs, it’s not public affairs, it’s not even the reporters. All the 

networks are trying to get the blogger to send the picture to them first so 

they can use it. So it’s changed in that respect and I think you’re going to 

see it more and more in disasters.   

Kylie  I definitely agree with you, a hundred percent with that. Because I live in 

Denmark, studying my masters at Copenhagen Business School, but I’m 

actually from Australia which you probably could hear from the accent. 

With the crisis in Brisbane (Australia) my home town with the flooding, , 

there was a huge amount of Facebook and twittering that really helped out 
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during the crisis. I was just watching from my computer in Copenhagen 

and seeing mates back home sending messages saying ‘if you want to see 

how many places are flooded, look at flood level maps… here’s a link to 

the emergency center which can provide you with… and if you want 

shelter here’s a link to the …’ and you just saw literally in front of your 

face the impact of such a tool with information transpire.  So yes you’ve 

realized it, many practitioners have realized it… so it’s only a matter of 

time before it becomes an integrated tool within disaster plans. 

George Yeah I think what they need, is they need to accept that, and they need the 

technology to take the information and figure it out I’ve taught this a lot 

and the first thing people tend to say is can you trust the information 

that’s coming from the individuals. I used to say well can you trust the 

information that’s coming from the government? I mean what makes a 

government official any smarter or dumber than an individual or more 

truthful and accurate?  I mean part of the problem that happened after 

Katrina was the government officials didn’t believe what the people were 

saying about broken levees, they didn’t believe it because it didn’t come 

from their people. So they were behind the curb with getting information 

out. They were also behind the curb in getting their troops moving.  I 

mean you can’t accept everything on face value - there has to be some 

validation process, and in today’s world you can probably figure that out 

rather simply. But if you’re going to ignore this giant source of 

information and just do what you’ve always done you’re going to get 

behind the curb immediately and what you’re going to find is, you’re 

going to end up as a government identity, in Unified Command or 

whatever, answering questions as opposed to putting information out.  

 

If you look at Mayor Giuliani after the September 11 attacks in New York 

City, he established himself as the source of information about everything 

that happened after those attacks. He held regular press conferences; he 

was giving out the information. Then you look at Katrina and the Major 

there, he decides he is going to go into a rabbit hole, he isn’t going to talk 

to anybody. So people who had information were talking to anybody. 
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There was no central source of information. The rumors were flying, 

different information was flying and no one knew what was going on. I 

mean what you’re trying to do in a Unified Command situation is to 

understand what’s going on, on the ground so you can understand how to 

allocate your resources to first do the response than start the recovery but 

if you’re going to ignore all this information it’s going to get presented 

someplace else. Then you end up having to justify what you’re doing 

without paying attention to this information. What happened is the reason 

the government could control the message in the past  was because the 

government controlled access to the actual site of the event and controlled 

the information coming out of that site about the event. Nobody has 

control of the information flowing out of a site of a disaster now. It’s like 

you said with Australia, and any other place, people who are in the thick 

of it, are sending information out..like it’s their duty…and doing it the 

only way they know how but the government has yet to take advantage of 

this information and using it for their own purposes and again, as 

discussed, it’s something that they will ultimately do and I see signs of it 

happening here. But again it’s all about are we going to put the resources 

into it. 

  

George I believe there are several things that need to happen for disaster 

communications capabilities to function very well.   

#1 is the commitment of the leadership to communicate.  

Going back to BP, there were a lot of things that BP didn’t want to talk 

about and again because they controlled the message they didn’t have to 

and they didn’t answer questions when they were being asked directly. So 

first you have to have a leadership commitment. If you don’t have that 

nothing else works.  

#2 You have to have your communications people in all your sessions. All 

your operation sessions, all your planning sessions. You have to be with 

the principal that’s making the decisions.   So the perspective of how you 

communicate what’s going on, how you communicate what decisions are 

being made and why has it to be taken into account as those decisions are 
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being made. Then you have to have the tools for your communications 

people in order to get your message out to the public in a timely and 

accurate fashion.  When I worked with FEMA in the 90s what we did was 

we created a partnership with the traditional media. So basically we 

helped them get the story, we helped them get the information they 

wanted, we provided people to talk to them, our director was very 

accessible, we provided media/ video/ photographs whatever they needed 

in order to get the message out. We knew that by working with the media 

we were talking directly to the American people. Now thisis the type of 

partnership they need to have with social media and frankly the problem 

with this in terms of government identities, as it is with anybody in 

emergency management, this is not the government, this is not even a 

company, this is the general public. This is a lot of individuals that just 

gets a little intimidating I think for government at times but they’ll get 

over it. 

Kylie  I was speaking with a past communications officer of BP the other day 

and he said social media is an extremely good tool and unfortunately we 

only started to really get into it within the crisis and that isn’t optimal but 

that’s unfortunately the way it happened with us.  He elaborated saying 

that it’s great using various types of social media but you really need to 

think before implementing them. For instance he gave the example of the 

ROV [remotely operated vehicle] footage and at the start some political 

person, whose name I can’t remember, basically said you should be 

showing the public such footage and they agreed with this, however at the 

start only a couple of ROVs could be seen by the public. There was an 

influx of people thinking that they knew what was going on – saying this, 

saying that with the media going here and there and at the start it actually 

created more trouble than what it was worth at the start. Until they got all 

the ROVs in place and therefore had more views and a clearer vision of 

what was happening under the surface.  

 

Now what do you think in terms of the negative spin of social media, as 

he highlighted that as being negative.   
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George  So basically what he’s saying is we got caught with our pants down by 

social media. No, the problem is if you’re going to lie, you’re going to get 

caught and they got caught. What they said is they saw the picture and 

they thought the American public wasn’t going to tolerate it. So what they 

decided to do was to postpone the pictures of everything blowing up and 

then if they immediately starting showing pictures of oil gushing out of 

the well and at the level it was gushing there would have been public 

outcry that they weren’t prepared to deal with. So what they did was to 

use the media, they used their control of information coming from the 

disaster in order to protect themselves. They didn’t care about the 

environment, they didn’t care about the people they impacted in South 

Louisiana, South Mississippi and along the Gulf coast, they didn’t care 

about the communities, they didn’t care about anything except for 

themselves. So this is the problem, this has got nothing to do with the 

social media or any other media it has to do with the commitment to tell 

the truth and these guys weren’t going to tell the truth from the very 

beginning. They haven’t been telling the truth for ten years.    

Kylie  Why do you say ten years? 

George Because around 2000 you remember they changed their symbol to a green 

company. So I actually believed them. I believed their idiot ads. What you 

found when this thing happened is if you go back over the last 10 years 

they have the worst record of any large oil company in the world in terms 

of spills and incompetence and greed and just polluting the environment 

everywhere they go. They are a short cut. That’s what they do. They 

should be called short cut not BP. What they said had nothing to do with 

social media it had to do with the fact that they got caught. The only 

reason we got to see any pictures was because a member of congress, Rep 

Ed Markey of Massachusetts, threatened them. Because whatI said in the 

beginning their ultimate concern was not having the US congress 

regulating them even more and when Markey started raising questions all 

of a sudden we got to see the pictures, because Markey was in a position 

to start passing legislation that was going to make it harder on them and 

that was what they were concerned about but if he hadn’t said anything 
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we still wouldn’t have seen them. And this is the Unified Command 

supposedly that is run by US Coast Guard admiral! Again in a disaster, 

the individual has the most information and is the most powerful person, 

and that person is made even more powerful when they share information 

because in a disaster everybody is trying to help each other. So in a 

disaster like this where you’ve got an identity that has a financial stake 

that’s very significant, they may be tempted to lie and when you lie you 

get caught and BP got caught, but they were still masterful with their PR 

ultimately. 

Kylie  What is the sentiment over there at the moment; is it still negative? 

George I think they did a fairly decent job with their PR with mediating the 

negative feelings towards the company but the thing is, BP didn’t care, as 

long as the US congress didn’t act and that’s all they cared about. And the 

US congress did not act which is a testament to two things in my mind. 

One, the power of the BP PR campaign and two, the power of the oil and 

gas lobby in this country, which includes not just BP but all the other 

major oil companies. So I don’t think that the majority in the United 

States are walking around thinking about BP. The only people that are 

thinking about it now are people down in South Louisiana whose 

livelihoods have been destroyed and the fact that every passing day 

somebody comes in and says that our beaches have still got tar balls, and 

asking questions about what the long term impact is going to be. BP they 

pretty much escaped but still, in effect I believe their public relations 

campaign was an extraordinary success and it was a success based upon 

what they wanted to happen not a success in terms of helping individuals 

impacted by the disaster recovery. Because it was never focused on that. 

They claimed it was and they did all the right things. They set up offices, 

they set up a fund etc...they did all the things that they were supposed to 

do but in my mind it was all a smoke screen. So again, I believe BP had a 

different goal to what government would have had if they had taken 

control of this response. 

Kylie  But they said that they actually did. President Obama, admittedly at the 

late stages of the crisis, said that the government had all along been in 
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charge of the event.   

George Yes, but the problem Obama had was he was being kicked all over the 

place in congress by the Republicans in this period of cut spending. All of 

a sudden you have  this huge event where there is going to be massive 

spending if you do it correctly and when BP said they’d pay for 

everything, he took advantage of that but by doing that it’s almost as if 

Obama and his administration got locked out of the room. He willingly 

got locked out of the room and BP effectively hid behind the Unified 

Command. For the people of South Louisiana and the Gulf coast it was a 

lose/lose situation and they’re still losing and they’re going to continue to 

lose and BP is going to recover, as you knew it would, and the 

environment will continue to suffer. So we’re going to suffer down there 

as the people in Alaska are still suffering and Exxon took a whole 

different tack; they took a tack of ‘we’re going to delay as long as we can, 

we’re going to not take any responsibility, in contrast BP jumped right in, 

in the beginning stating that they would take responsibility but there’s 

‘responsibility’ and ‘responsibility’. Saying it is one thing and actually 

doing something about it is another and I don’t think they put their money 

where their mouth is. There’s some old wise words said down here…you 

go working down on the oil rigs and if something happens to you, which 

happens a lot, and you wake up in the hospital in South Louisiana or 

South Mississippi  the first person you see is an insurance guy for the oil 

company with a whole wallet full of cash saying ‘sign here and we’ll give 

you all this money to take care of you and everybody is told by their 

parents, family members and friends when they go work out in the rigs 

never sign anything because what they’re giving you is minuscule 

compared to what you will need, what you can get and what you are 

entitled to for the injuries that happened to you. That’s what BP tried to 

do here - they tried to quickly buy everybody off, sign on the bottom line 

that you won’t sue us if we give you this money up front. It’s very 

enticing and it makes sense at the time but four months or a year later 

when you don’t have any money or any prospects you realize you’ve been 

had.    
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Speaker   

Kylie  At the beginning of the spill you gave BP a ‘B,’ then down the track a ‘–

C’ and then in July, last year a ‘D.’ What would you give them now and 

why? 

Peter  I think they are not making the same kinds of huge mistakes they were 

making in the middle of the crisis but I think they have not recovered 

meaningfully from those mistakes. I mean if I were handling it…this isn’t 

crisis communication anymore in my terms this is outrage management. 

The spill has been stopped and they are now dealing with people’s 

reactions to it and with its impact rather than with the crisis itself. So in 

my terms this is mostly an outrage management problem now. It was a 

crisis communication in mid-spill and for me, if I worked for BP, the key 

measure would be something like this; there’s going to be an enormous 

amount of research on the impact of the spill on the Gulf of Mexico on the 

health of the Gulf itself, on the health of the marine ecosystems on 

whether the fish are safe to eat, on whether the thousands and thousands 

of people that helped with the cleanup have had their health affected.  All 

those things are going to be studied and it’s going to be studied largely 

with BP’s money and by non-BP sources. Because of the way the 

settlement was worked out, BP is required to put a lot of money into that 

kind of research, yet keep its hands off the research itself. If I were BP the 

single most important question in my mind would be something like this; 

If some of those results turn out positive, whereby positive I mean 

optimistic, if it turns out that the Gulf ecosystem wasn’t as damaged as 
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first thought, the fish is safe to eat, the people who helped with the clean 

up haven’t required respiratory problems or other kinds of problems, if 

that’s what the research says, will people believe it? At the moment I 

would bet my mortgage that the vast majority of people, especially in the 

Gulf and also nationally and worldwide, want to believe that The 

Deepwater Horizon spill was a catastrophe. They are extremely resistant 

to any evidence that it wasn’t a catastrophe. I mean I don’t know if it’s a 

catastrophe or not. If it was a catastrophe then we need to find that out, we 

need to help people through it, we need to do what we can to remedy it 

and cope with it and all of that will be BP’s legacy and BP’s expense and 

BP’s reputational lead weight. But, if it isn’t a catastrophe, and I’m not 

implying this is my comment, but if it is less catastrophic then we initially 

feared we need to learn that and  BP has an enormous amount riding on 

people being willing to notice that the Gulf of Mexico has recovered. If in 

fact it recovers. At the moment I am pretty convinced that people are not 

willing to notice that. I mean if there was a study released by a neutral 

third party today saying nothing bad actually happened, all the oil has 

been absorbed by this and the marine ecosystems are functioning just fine 

and we dodged a bullet, I’m not claiming that’s true. However, if science 

were to discover that it was true, the vast majority of the population 

would be like that’s crap I don’t believe it, who bought them off, how did 

BP manage to talk them into such an absurd conclusion. People want this 

to have been a catastrophe because they want to punish BP for having 

caused the catastrophe. The core measure of BP’s post crisis 

communication is can they get people to a point where, if good 

independent scientists claim it isn’t as bad as they feared, they are glad to 

learn that rather than disbelieving it. I don’t think they understand that 

task, I don’t think they’ve undertaken that task. I would predict that, in the 

years to come, there is going to be study after study that finds when bad 

things happen people will cheer and say alright we need to punish BP 

more and the studies that show that bad things didn’t happen people will 

disbelieve or discount and criticize those who do the research. This is so 

much the case that I would guess there are academic scientists, even as we 
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speak doing studies finding less problems than they thought and saying to 

themselves I better not publish this study it will hurt my career. I mean 

publication bias is a very well studied phenomenon under the unusual 

problem of publication biases, you know if industry funds research then 

they throw away research that reaches results they don’t like and they 

publish research that reaches results they do like. The same problem on 

the opposite side is if industry is considered in a particular situation to be 

the anti-Christ then everybody doing research knows that they damn well 

better find that the industry is the anti-Christ and you get exactly the 

opposite publication bias problem and any research that finds that it’s not 

awful doesn’t get published.  

 

So If I was BP I would be thinking first and foremost about being 

sufficiently apologetic and sufficiently self critical, going through…you 

know there’s a lot known about what to do in order to get forgiven in a 

post crisis situation. If BP went through those stages…you know it has a 

few years in which to create a communication environment in which 

people are willing to learn awful truths if they’re true and encouraging 

truths if they’re true. It seems to me that’s the goal, they are doing nothing 

as far as I know of, that is moving them towards that goal.        

Kylie  Ok so what would you give them if you gave them a grade now? 

Peter Well…they’re not screwing up the way they were. They’re not saying 

things that make us hate them more but they don’t seem to have embarked 

on a coherent strategy to get past it in reputational terms. So I give them a 

B+ for not making things worse and a D for making things better.   

Kylie  What is your take on social media use within crisis communications? 

Peter Well I should start by saying…you know…like most people in their 

sixties my perspective on social media is second hand. I made the 

adjustments to the web, never the adjustment to web 2.0 really. I follow it, 

pretty indirectly. My children have Facebook pages. I mean there are 

genuine experts who are 27 years old so you normally don’t want to ask 

somebody in their sixties about social media. That said, two big affects of 

social media, which are well known, the first is it speeds everything up. 
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There’s no such thing as a news cycle anymore, there’s no such thing as a 

slow news day. You never have a day or two days to figure out what your 

response to something is. You have a couple of hours. So everything is 

faster and will be faster forever. Everything PR people from my 

generation used to say to their clients about news cycles is default. That’s 

the first change, and everybody knows that. The second change, which is 

equally known, but less commented on, is the distinction between a public 

fight and a private fight has pretty much disappeared. If you were a 

company 20 years ago some battles were public, and they were called 

controversies. The media covered them, people paid attention to them and 

your PR professionals waited on them. Other battles were private…you 

know…somebody was angry at you and wrote you a letter and nobody 

knew they had written you a letter except you and them and maybe two 

people they showed the letter to. You could ignore them if you wanted 

and it might piss them off, but if there wasn’t an audience you could blow 

them off, you could write them a nasty letter back, you could threaten to 

sue them. Or on the flipside you could be nice to them, you could 

apologise, you could have acknowledged the things you had done wrong 

and treated them decently. So whatever you did, it mattered how you 

handled this individual but there wasn’t an audience and you knew once 

in a long while some individual would manage to turn his or her 

complaint into a public controversy, managed to get a parliamentary 

enquiry or a media story, basically managed to turn it into something 

public. So there was always this possibility that a minor issue could turn 

into a public controversy. Generally, there were stakeholder relations and 

customer relations and all those things that were pretty private and then 

there were public relations and that stuff was happening in the public 

realm. With social media that made this no longer the case. Now 

somebody posts a blog or tweets a private complaint or takes video with 

their cell phone and puts that video up on YouTube and a couple of hours 

later hundreds to thousands of people may have seen it, and joined and 

commented on it. So the distinction between a public controversy and a 

private grievance has disappeared, all private grievances are to one extent 
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or another public controversies. So I would keenly say to clients as a 

result of the social media; ‘You need to take every complaint seriously, 

even the complaints you think are stupid or unjustified or grossly 

exaggerated…saying ‘yeah somebody is making a mountain out of a mole 

hill…yes you did something wrong…but it’s no biggy…why don’t they 

get a life’ – 20 years ago you could have said that to them and now you 

can’t because they have an audience. People are watching…some of the 

people watching are on ‘their’ side, they already think you’re in the wrong 

and they’re waiting to see if you’re going to get appropriately punished or 

not. A  lot of the people watching are in the middle, they’re undecided 

and they’re watching with interest, not deeply committed to seeing you 

punished and one of the things they want…and I call this the risk 

communication seesaw; is if you are responsive and empathic in your 

response to a complaint, then people watching that complaint notice that 

you’re being responsive. Now if the person who complains doesn’t notice 

they kind of get on your side of the seesaw. You see this example in 

social media: somebody says something nasty about a company and then 

the company (if it’s smart) goes onto the site and says you’re right we 

screwed up we should have done X and Y but we didn’t and we’re sorry 

and the person says that’s not good enough I want you to do this and I 

want you to do this and the company says well I can see your point we’ll 

do this but we really can’t do the other things listed. Then the person says 

absolutely that’s not acceptable if you don’t sign over this and this to me 

I’m going to pursue this until my dying day. Then people who are 

watching then begin to think this guy’s a nut…the company’s being 

responsive and he is so obsessed with his grievance he can’t see that the 

company is actually being pretty decent. All of that happened before 

social media but nobody was watching. Now it’s really important to treat 

even people with unjustified complaints empathically because they have 

an audience. Now if you blow off the complaint then they OI  with the 

complainer. If you are responsive with the complaint they tend to roll 

their eyes at the complaint. All that is very new and it has been an 

extremely desirable development because it has taught companies that 
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responsiveness and empathy are something they need to have all the time. 

The thing that’s messed up, it seems to me, is a lot of companies are very 

reluctant to learn that lesson. I don’t know of any company, that doesn’t 

in fact track the social media landscape excessively…you know there are 

all kinds of tools you can buy that help you track your reputation on social 

media. I don’t know any company or for that matter any company agency 

that doesn’t have full time people tracking what is said about it in social 

media, but the companies are paying close attention and then pretending 

they’re not. So they track the reputation on social media but instead of 

responding they ignore the controversy until it gets huge and then they 

respond. Now a lot of public relations people say that’s what you should 

do. Don’t contribute to a small issue by giving it air time and giving it 

your time and taking it more seriously than it deserves it will go away 

more quickly if you ignore it. I think that was very sensible advice before 

social media and very stupid advice now. My advice to clients in social 

media is if you didn’t see it you didn’t see it, but if you did look as 

responsive as you actually are. If you’re sitting there in your office going 

‘oh shit look what we did…that was a mistake’, then you should be on 

that site saying ‘oh shit look what we did that was a mistake.’      

Kylie  What is normally the response you get as a consultant - is it quite mixed 

or do people give in to the notion of using social media more proactively? 

Peter I think it’s mixed. I think every company knows now that if there is a big 

issue that is in the mainstream media they need to respond not only in the 

mainstream media but also in social media. If there is an issue that is only 

in social media I think a lot of companies think they should follow it, 

track it, watch it but not participate in it.  I think that’s a mistake and I 

think more and more companies are figuring out that’s a mistake. Clients 

will say to me look what’s on this blog’ and I’ll look and I’ll say ‘well 

how come you haven’t responded?’ and they’ll say ‘well you know…we 

don’t want to respond.’ But you’re paying attention to it, you’re taking 

your staff’s time, you’re taking my time, which isn’t cheap, why on earth 

wouldn’t you want to respond to it….and that’s still a tough zone.      

Kylie  I could imagine they would think they wouldn’t want to antagonize the 
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situation by drawing attention to it. 

Peter That’s right and I think that’s ostrich-like. I mean, small issues on the 

social media do not get bigger because you responded but they may get 

bigger because you didn’t. Or they may stay small anyway but nothing is 

as small as it was before there was social media, when it was just that 

person writing you a letter. Now they’ve got at least a few hundred maybe 

a few thousand or maybe a few million people watching to see if you’re 

going to answer and in my judgment it’s stupid not to answer.   

Kylie  I might completely change the direction of my questions now…and ask 

you a question related to the setup of the JIC.  

 

Now looking at the JIC model, where it was more say…bottom up 

meaning the facts originated at the scene of the event and the process was 

designed to facilitate those facts being distributed to the public with a 

minimum of bureaucracy and delay. As opposed to later on in the crisis 

where things became top down where homeland security and the 

Whitehouse staff were in direct control of administrations. Did such 

changes, in crisis communication, on a multi agency level, in your 

opinion, strain BP communication efforts? 

Peter Well of course it did. Ideally the whole JIC theory is you want all the 

sources in the same room, providing information at the same time and to 

all the media, so they have the same fact base. If the interpretations of 

those facts differ either they work it out together and speak with one voice 

without the same interpretation or they don’t.  And in the case that they 

don’t they still are in the same room, with on one side of the room the 

company saying look here is the data we agree with the data and that’s not 

so bad and the regulator is saying yeah that’s the data alright and it’s 

awful.  Even in principle there are differences of opinion whether a JIC 

should centralize information and interpretation or only centralize 

information. And I favour the latter. I don’t think it’s necessarily for the 

smooth functioning of a JIC that all the sources are saying the same things 

when it comes to opinions, but they should be speaking from the same 

fact base. And what you don’t want and what the JIC is designed to 
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prevent is sources that have different information saying mutually 

incompatible things and the public and reporters getting the impression 

that they don’t know what’s going on, they’re not coordinated, they’re not 

talking to each other, they cannot manage the crisis etc. So all of that is 

sort of basic JIC stuff.   

 

The problem is that BP so badly mishandled not the information flow but 

the opinion flow. It so badly mishandled the value centric content that it 

became intolerable to all the other sources, the coast guide for example 

that was theoretically running the JIC. It became unacceptable to have a 

joint communication effort with BP as part of that effort. Because the 

reporters and the general public were saying ‘how can you cooperate with 

BP this is like a Joint Information Center of the criminals and the cops.’ I 

think that was BP’s fault. BP became such an anathema that it was too 

much of a handicap for information flow, if BP was part of the joint 

sourcing. So the word went out from the Whitehouse as I understand it, 

you may have the facts clearer than I do as you’re doing a master thesis 

on it, and I’m thank God not.  But my understanding is word went out 

from the Whitehouse take BP out and let the information flow in but from 

then on it was a Joint Information Center without BP and BP provided 

separate and very useful information. I mean BP had video from 

Remotely Operated Vehicles and millions of people were glued to their 

computer screens watching BP footage so it’s not as if BP didn’t continue 

to be a source, it just didn’t continue to be a part of a cooperative sourcing 

effort.  That was undesirable but I don’t blame the government for making 

it happen. Any information that was cooperative with BP was worthless 

because BP had forfeited its credibility.  Which takes me back to what I 

said earlier about post crisis communication, that’s why BP is not going to 

be entitled to an opinion now on how much long term damage the spill 

has done to the Gulf. Because it’s still an anathema it’s still an anti-Christ 

and nobody cares what BP thinks. It created the situation in which nobody 

cared what it thought, so it had to get kicked out of the JIC and that was 

unfortunate for everybody but in my judgment inevitable considering 



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | LXVII  
 

BP’s loss of credibility. 

Kylie  Do you think that the structure of JIC is going to be re-thought given this 

situation with BP? 

Peter I don’t know…I mean pretty much after every crisis they reinvent the 

wheel so I guess they will. But there is so much benefit to a JIC. My first 

experience with a JIC and it was before the label was invented I think, or 

certainly before I knew about it, was in 1979 in the three mile island 

crisis. You’re young enough; do you know what three mile island was? 

(Kylie: …best to recap me on that one) It was a nuclear power plant in the 

United States that misbehaved and for a while we thought we were going 

to have a nuclear catastrophe in central Pennsylvania. It was the first crisis 

I was heavily involved in, and in middle town Pennsylvania a couple of 

miles from the power plant in a high school gymnasium all the sources 

were there. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission was there and various 

other government agencies were there and the state was there and all the 

sources were there and it didn’t work perfectly. Much the same thing 

happened as what did happen with Deepwater Horizon. The company 

which was there initially lost credibility to the point where nobody wanted 

to listen to it anymore and it moved its information elsewhere where it 

continued to be a major source obviously but it stopped being part…I 

mean it wasn’t a formal JIC it’s just they were all in the same gym. So a 

reporter could go from source to source and if the sources seemed to say 

something different than the other one, the reporter could say look let’s sit 

down the three of us because you told me X and she told me Y let’s sit 

down and figure out which one you guys can figure out is true. And it was 

very efficient. It was much less efficient when the utility wasn’t there, 

when metropolitan medicine the company that owned the nuclear power 

plant wasn’t there. And the other source that wasn’t there, as they weren’t 

at the JIC I think for Deepwater Horizon, was the activists.   

 

Activists were someplace else issuing anti nuclear statements in 1979 and 

the activists were someplace else issuing all kinds of statements about the 

evils of the oil industry in 2010.  
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I think…and I wasn’t on the scene…so you give advice from far away 

and if you’re on the scene very often there are reasons why that advice 

simply can’t be taken. However my distant inclination is to think that if I 

had been there instead of keeping BP out I would have invited BPs worst 

enemies in. What I mean, is instead of having government as the official 

source and activist were someplace else and BP was someplace else. 

Since BP’s credibility was damaged I would bring in the people who were 

most aggressively attacking BP, you know the environmental groups and I 

would give them space in the JIC. Then the fact that BP has space in the 

JIC would no longer look like selling out or feel like selling out; it would 

feel like we’ve got the whole ecosystem here; from the people who think 

the world is coming to an end to the people who claim that nothing bad 

happened. Again I wasn’t on the scene so I’m not convinced that could 

have been done but it might have been a way to preserve the cohesion of 

the JIC despite the low credibility of BP.       

Kylie  You’ve mentioned a few things in hindsight BP could have done better 

periodically throughout the interview, although are there any other things 

you’d like to add? Any other alternative strategies BP could have pursued 

with crisis communications? 

Peter Well saying the obvious here, Tony Hayward needed to mind his mouth 

better. He was leaking not in the journalistic sense but in the physiological 

sense. I’m reasonably confident that what Hayward actually was feeling is 

like a victim. He was feeling why did this have to happen on my watch. 

My company is no more unsafe then anybody else’s company. We all do 

the same things, we all take safety seriously, we all try not to have 

accidents Lord knows we have reasons not to have accidents…accidents 

are incredibly expensive. But shit happens from time to time and why did 

it have to happen to me and why did it have to happen in a way that is 

going to cost my company billions of dollars even in the short term and 

reputation loss...which is worth more billions of dollars in the long term. I 

think he felt sorry for himself and I think that leaked. I think you could 

tell that he felt sorry for himself. And I think a lot of the things he did that 



Kylie Ann Dowthwaite | April 2011 

Page | LXIX  
 

undermined the company’s credibility resulted from that, and that’s one 

thing that should have been changed. I think the company should have 

been much more apologetic, much more quickly. From my point of view 

even worse than the occasional misstatements that were very offensive, 

was when Hayward and other BP officials were testifying before, I think 

it was the Senate Committee, certainly the committee of one of the 

Houses of the US Congress...and during this they kept being asked did 

you do anything wrong, is there anything that BP did that contributed to 

the accident. And Hayward and his colleagues kept saying well you know 

it would be premature to say anything about that, I mean there are 

investigations pending. And some of the questioners said yes we 

understand that ok we accept there are investigations pending and 

anything you say has to be tentative but you know it’s been a couple of 

weeks..Do you have a tentative list of things your company might have 

done wrong that might have contributed to the accident? We won’t hold 

you to it we understand that investigations are ongoing but do you have a 

list of four to five things that are high on your suspect list of things you 

wish your company could have done differently. And Hayward would just 

reply by repeating his mantra ‘it would be premature to say anything 

about that, investigations are still pending.’ So basically he refused to 

have any vision whatever of anything to apologize for because the data 

wasn’t all in. That’s horrible crisis communication. And particularly 

horrible when you consider that BP had already conceded that it was 

legally held responsible, it had already negotiated a 20 billion dollar fund 

that was going to be paid out to the US Government to cover damage that 

resulted from the spill. And that 20 billion was not a ceiling it was a floor. 

The 20 billion was a done deal and there might be more to come. So to me 

you have the incredible foolishness of a company that has already taken 

legal responsibility and has already said this spill is our liability and has 

already backed that admission with a 20 billion dollar budget and yet it’s 

not prepared in talking to congress to take moral responsibility. That’s 

just stupid. If the company is going to claim it isn’t our fault then it 

shouldn’t offer up 20 billion dollars. If it’s going to offer up 20 billion 
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dollars it should get some credit for the 20 billion dollars by taking moral 

responsibility too. BP, as you may have read in one of my articles, I wrote 

about the American trader accident in 1990, which was a BP accident 

which they handled much better in exactly the opposite way. They didn’t 

take legal responsibility because it was a tanker company that spilled the 

oil and they had a legal claim that it wasn’t really their spill it was the 

tanker companies spill, but they did take moral responsibility instantly. 

The quote which has become famous from James (X) old CEO of 

America that said ‘Our lawyers tell us it’s not our fault legally but we feel 

like it’s our fault and we’re going to act like it’s our fault.’   So in 1990 

BP took moral responsibility without taking legal responsibility in 2010 

BP took legal responsibility without taking moral responsibility and 

clearly the 1990 strategy worked a lot better than the 2010 strategy. So 

that was a HUGE mistake. Another crisis, I mean I can go on forever but I 

don’t want to, but I’ll tell you one more another very sort of elementary 

error that BP made is in underestimating the seriousness of the spill early 

on. I mean everybody in crisis communication agrees that your early 

communications need to be alarming enough that you’re almost sure 

you’re going to come back later and say it’s not as bad as we feared. What 

you don’t want to do is come back later and say its worse than we 

thought. And if you have to come back several times saying it’s worse 

than we thought then you know, from a reputational and credibility point 

of view, you’re dead meat. The second or third time you appear before the 

cameras to say things are looking worse than they did yesterday you’re in 

very deep trouble. And BP made that error in regard to how much oil was 

leaking; they made that error with regards to how long it would take to get 

the leak under control. On a number of technical issues BP guessed 

lowball and it had to keep increasing its guesses. I mean if you’re a 

restaurant and you have a recall what you want to do is close two hundred 

restaurants (if you’re a restaurant chain), you close two hundred 

restaurants and then you come back and say we’re re-opening a hundred 

and twenty of the two hundred restaurants as we’ve established to our 

satisfaction that they don’t have a problem, they never did. What you 
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don’t want to do is close twenty restaurants and then come back and close 

thirty more and then come back and close fifty more.  You want to close 

too many and re-opening some not close too few and then have to close 

more. And everybody in crisis communication knows that and BP did it 

wrong. So they made a lot of really stupid mistakes.     
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Scot Phelps 

  

Title:  New York City lead Professor/ facilitator at the Emergency Management 

Academy  and an emergency management consultant  

Interviewed: 12/2/2011 

Speaker   

Kylie  Do you think BP did a good job with its crisis communications looking at 

Peter Sandman’s 10 points (you gave me prior to the interview)   

Scot  Well clearly they didn’t because the perfect example is the picture of the 

CEO sailing. You know it wasn’t on a practicality level; it was more on 

the emotional level such an event really got to people. The people in New 

Orleans are typically lower middle class or poor and Louisiana, that 

whole sort of stretch isn’t exactly a rich part of the country and he looks 

very posh out sailing on a yacht up the coast of England.   

Kylie  It probably didn’t help the fact that he had a strong British accent, did it? 

Scot No, well a British accent is perceived as posh by many so that didn’t go 

down well. So that whole sort of framing of the message and whom was 

the central face of the company, really didn’t go down well with the folks 

on the Gulf coast affected by the spill and people in general in America. 

But they found that out the hard way and reasonably quickly they 

replaced the CEO as spokesperson with someone who had a Louisiana 

accent. I mean if you’re trying to communicate to people and show that 

you’re trying to help, it doesn’t help if you’re perceived as from an 

entirely different social class.  Other places in the world that might work 

better or to your advantage but not here. 

 Break 

Scot The problem with multi-national publically owned companies is that their 

real constituency is not the people of Louisiana; their real constituents are 

their stockholders.  I mean they’re worried about stockholder confidence 

and stock holder prices not really about the general public. Frankly, to be 

over cynical, they don’t even really have to give two cents about the 

public. And that doesn’t mean they’re mean or bad people it’s just that 
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everything they’re measured on is stock price. And in contrast to 30 years 

ago you’re not measuring your stock price over the long term you’re 

measuring your stock price over the quarter. So your job hinges on 

managing short term investor expectations.  

 

Kylie  Do you think BP worked well with different agencies (Joint information 

center) within this effort? 

Scot My impressions are that they did. But isn’t that the last thing you want to 

do? Having a Joint Information Center is probably the worst thing they 

can do. Ok so the reason to do it is because it helps to manage the 

message better and the reason not to do it is simply because who you are 

collaborating with are government regulatory agencies. Their whole 

reason for being, when this type of event happens is to slam you. So 

there’s this saying ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer’ – 

well that’s what I guess they were trying to do. But if you have a Joint 

Information Center and you’re going to have the coast guard and the EPA 

and politicians they’re going to be intercutting you at every turn.          

Kylie  I was under the impression that they were required by law to carry out a 

Joint Information Center, wasn’t that the case? 

Scot Well I know that because it was in coastal waters they are required to use 

Incident Command, however I’m not positive they are required to have a 

Joint Information Center.  The coast guard requires that they use a Coast 

Guard Management System to manage the crisis and they’re pretty 

dogmatic about that. However JIC isn’t exactly part of a Incident 

Command its part of something called a National Incident Management 

System. So I’m not sure they are required to do that. Hang on a sec I 

know a guy who works in Coast Guard Disaster Management so let me 

just send him an email really quick to confirm. 

Kylie   

Scot (US Coast Guard – name has been deleted for privacy purposes): Scot - 

There is no per se "law", but per the NCP or National Contingency Plan 

the "RP" or the responsible party shall act as a member of the Unified 

Command. The CG & EPA are required to follow NIMS mandates, the 
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resulting Unified Command's need to field a JIC required the RP/BP to 

participate. That's not to say it was always easy to issue press releases as 

the several Unified Commands consisted of CG, RP, State and in some 

instances (Louisiana) the state deferred to the local parish presidents 

(brutal political error). We can discuss more in depth next week.  

Kylie  What is your opinion about social media use within crisis 

communications, from a company standpoint? 

Scot There are two answers for this. One side is on the government side it’s a 

waste of time 

Kylie  Why do you say this? 

Scot The reason why I say it is a waste of time for a government is because the 

government can’t get out of its own way and doesn’t trust its public 

information officers or its subject matter experts to talk off the cuff. So 

what happens is, for example, in New York City Operation Emergency 

Management has a Twitter site. It’s useless for them because when 

something happens it takes them 3-4hrs to approve a public statement, so 

by then it doesn’t matter.  

 

On the other hand organizations like Jet Blue do a great job with social 

media, simply because they have someone managing Twitter as their full 

time job. So they monitor real time stream of comments, real time stream 

of complaints, actively manage complaints etc.  

 

I think Delta airlines didn’t have anybody dealing with social media 

whereas American Airlines and all of the other big airline carriers did. 

And I did some work with them and they were like we don’t want 

anything to do with social media. And then I showed them this is how 

you’re being slammed and you’re not responding to it, you’re not doing 

any customer recovery and no customer relationship management and 

you’re just going to get killed doing this; by not having somebody who 

can monitor and respond quickly to help meet customer needs. 

Kylie  So what was their response to that? 

Scot You know what, they are from a different generation and it’s not 
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something that’s in their face. You know what I found is that there’s some 

people that you can email all day long everyday and they’ll never get back 

to you  and they’ll only respond if you call them on the phone. And the 

reason why isn’t because they are bad/ evil people, it’s because that’s the 

medium they choose to communicate with. And there’s way more people 

under forty who’ll only communicate using email etc. and they won’t 

communicate on the phone. And I’m one of them. I have three telephones 

and together they probably make 100 minutes of phone calls a month. I 

mainly email and text.  

 

So going back to what I said before it’s not that they are bad/evil people, 

it’s just that, that medium is not part of their life so they don’t understand 

it. So if you’re trying to tell somebody that there are a million people 

doing this and they’re not, it doesn’t mean anything to them. Because they 

don’t do use it and their friends don’t use it etc. 

Kylie  I was thinking, going back to what you said about government and social 

media. Recently major flooding occurred in Brisbane, Australia, my home 

town.  During this tragedy I was on my Facebook account and I could see 

a flurry of information right in front of my eyes. Mates were stating on 

their pages ‘hey if you need updated flood maps the government has this 

link, and if you need emergency shelter the government has this link to 

such information etc.’ So in those cases, I felt like having the government 

involved with social media really helped the response effort. So I find it 

hard to grasp the idea you pose that the government shouldn’t be involved 

in social media.  

Scot I think it’s a good thing…but look there’s government agencies that have 

every incentive to be right and little incentive to be first and you have 

other organizations that have every intention to be first and less incentive 

to be right. So that might be government versus the news media. So if you 

have every incentive to be right, you don’t want to put out anything you 

don’t absolutely know for sure is true. And so what happens is they want 

to double, quadruple and triple source everything  and make sure it sounds 

politically correct, go back through it and sit on it for a couple of hours 
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and then put it out. And that’s how government typically functions. That’s 

a hundred percent how health departments function and how health 

agencies function. Because they have no incentive to be quick. And I 

think with social media they want a transparent message quick and hence 

that’s hard for government to supply. 

Kylie  You say that the document you sent me: Dilemmas in Emergency 

Communication Policy by Peter Sandman can provide me with more 

information than what you can? 

Scot Yes there are a handful of experts in this field and he is one of them. A lot 

of people have opinions although when you read Peter Sandman’s 

work…I’m never going to be that smart in that field as he is. It’s just 

because it’s what he does all the time. So I think the more you can read 

and learn from people who do that stuff already the greater your source of 

knowledge is.  
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John, owner of: BubbaJohn’s Seafood LLC. 

Speaker   

Kylie  Can you just tell me a little bit about your business? 

John   Well I’ve pretty much shut down until they do something for me the 

GCCF. I mean they paid me an emergency payment but that’s only for six 

months. I’m like so many people who are just waiting now and it’s so 

frustrating. 

Kylie  So you’ve been talking to a lot of businesses and they’re basically in the 
same boat? 

John   Yeah well I call BP every day. But anyway I’ve read a little bit on your 

website. And the thing I’m the most upset about, in regards to the whole 

thing as far as social media use goes is BP has a page and everything that 

you read on there has nothing to do with the GCCF or the way that they 

are handling this 20 billion dollar fund. Everything you read is fluff at 

how good a job they are doing and the people that were lucky enough to 

be paid talk good about it. It’s never anything negative. So I think 

anybody who has any brains at all, if you don’t mind me talking frankly 

would realize its bullshit.      

  

John   And here’s the thing I don’t know if you’ve been to my website, so please 

do. Since April 20th 2010 I’ve done nothing but supported them, when 

everyone was screaming boycott BP. I said no that’s the worst thing you 

can do. And this might come as a surprise to you but I think we ought to 

be drilling right now. I just posted something today about that. About 

Alaska, and I think they issued a permit the other day for a well that was 

going to start four days before April 20th, last year. So we need the oil, 

look at the shape we are in now. I mean gas was like $3.22 it went down 

to $3.09, they’re playing that game but I’m sure we will see $4.00 on into 

the summer, easily.   

Kylie  Now trying to get those claims filed online has that been an easy or hard 

process? 

John   Yes, very difficult. There’s another thing, the federal judge started out 

saying that he was independent so he was lying about that and then BP 
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was lying about it. Because if they knew they were together then they, see 

that’s another thing as far as social media goes, and their little Facebook 

page. The only reason I have them as a ‘friend’ is just to keep an eye on 

them and see what’s going on. But from day one, like I said I supported 

this whole process. But inside it’s just tearing me up because the biggest 

thing I have to deal with is being right in the heart land. Meaning I bring 

all my product right up from Alabama to Kansas City. And the problem 

with that is the perception. So things are better and I can get good 

seafood, get good shrimp right now. But every time that BP or somebody 

else that really knows what’s going on may say here’s a tar sheet, here’s a 

tar ball or dolphins are dying and it stirs up that perception in people’s 

minds ‘ hey your sea life is dying, your seafood can’t be safe.  

 

Even before the oil spill my main job, as Bubba John’s Seafood, was to be 

the pied piper and let people know ‘hey friends don’t let friends eat 

imported shrimp.’ The difference between Gulf shrimp and imported 

shrimp, there’s no comparison. And I have had to educate chefs and 

restaurants that if they go for the cheap shrimp that’s been imported, 

there’s just no comparison. And I think customers they think ‘hey they’ve 

got shrimp, I’m eating shrimp.’ And they put enough sauce on it and 

everything else, it kind of covers up what’s really going on with that. So 

even before the spill my job was trying to get people to eat local seafood 

not imports. Now even in the early stages of the oil spill my job just about 

killed me.       

Kylie  So how has it been from when the oil spill hit to now, in relation to your 

business. When did things really start taking a turn for the worst? 

John   Well I was a start-up business anyway. I started the year before in May 

and I bought 500 pounds of shrimp and I never looked back. So I was in 

the process of building it. And you know how long it takes to build up a 

business’s customers and then after year one this occurs. But the deal is 

up here during the winter time it sort of slows me down anyway. But in 

the summer months is my busiest time. Also because it’s a start-up I 

banked on them paying on like five years for damages and that 
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complicates it to. Because I’m a start-up business it’s not like they can 

pull my records from years past. They can only go on the 2009 records 

and of course 2010 which is the oil spill, which is a plus and then they are 

only going to pay like 2 years which is ridiculous. You know we’re on 

target for 180, 000 dollars. So I think they just want to do it quick and 

make it go away and I think a lot of people are switching to law suits 

because of it. It’s just like they’ve had my claim now on file, like I said 

they took care of me for six months but that’s kind of just to put fires out, 

is the way I look at that. But they’ve had my claim since before 

November 23rd and now they say that I’m in stage 2, whatever that means.  

And it just seems like it’s still real secretive. They can just give you a 

little bit of information and they cannot give you anything concrete to tell 

you exactly where you’re at. In other words the website is the only hope 

that I have and it seems like they’re still not transparent and they’re not 

doing what they’re supposed to do. And I really believe it comes from the 

president. BP being foreign and being from England like it is and I think 

it’s a shame. And the reason I say that is because just recently I have got 

real upset about it because I was in the media, on TV talking about this 

very same thing and I said it will be all right. And you know if you 

boycott BP it is not good.  Because if you boycott BP locally all you’re 

doing is killing mum and pop people, just like me. For example the little 

BP gas station owner you’re killing him. And then to take it a step further 

you’ve got all your activists and everybody else and they might be right 

maybe we need electric cars and we need to stay green and that kind of 

thing I mean I’m all for that. But when you add all these differences, I 

mean there are so many angles to this, when you add them all up for a 

seafood shop owner like me, it just spells trouble. I mean the beaches are 

clean; all I want is for people to go down there. I mean I even had a 

fundraiser back in the summer to benefit the Gulf Coast, and how do you 

think that made me feel. It’s almost like I wanted to tell them look I love 

doing this but help me out. I mean that didn’t benefit me one bit. Apart 

from getting my name out there. And as far as social media, I think this is 

hilarious, when I started my website. My web lady said look you’re going 
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to be on Facebook and I said no I’m not. I said that’s for kids. I said I’m 

too old I don’t know anything about it. And you know I started out I got a 

few friends and the next thing you know I’ve almost got four thousand 

people on it. And I absolutely try to interact with them and I try to make it 

personal and they know me, they know my name and it’s been one of the 

best things I’ve ever done. But I have had to endure through this and there 

are some people that kind of hate you because of the seafood and stuff 

and their perception it’s not safe. But I still believe in it and I think that I 

will be alright, if that just gets going and gives me a little boost in the arm 

and if I get my claim paid. And I just want to move on you know and 

keep going and pray for the best. You know those big sheets of oil or a 

hurricane that stirs something up, it’s just the not knowing that kills you.   

  

John   I mean I’m literally calling them every day and I check BP’s website 10-

15 times a day, I mean that’s how desperate I am to get it taken care of. I 

really do pray that maybe today, maybe I’ll open up my mail and the 

offering letter will be in there. But you know the main thing is to square 

my family away first and then just keep on with my business and do the 

best I can do. Now the weather is starting to break and it’s starting to get 

nice and obviously I want to get my product going, so I hope everything’s 

going to turn out ok. 
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