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Week 2.  
Crisis Communication Theories I 

16 January 2017 
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Questions 

? 
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Groups & Case Studies 

§  Remember to form a group of 4 students by 
Saturday January 21, 8pm.  

§  The following cases are already very popular, 
so I’d recommend you to choose a different 
one: 
– 2016 Tianjin Blast 
– 2012 KFC Crisis 
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What does this brand say to you? 
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Greenpeace vs. Li-Ning (and others) 
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Greenpeace vs. Li-Ning (and others) 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/press/releases/2016/
Greenpeace-Nike-Esprit-Victorias-Secret-and-LiNing-fail-toxic-free-fashion-

ranking/ 
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Greenpeace vs. Li-Ning (and others) 
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Importance of CM today 

§  Nowadays, unprepared organisations have a lot 
to lose from a crisis; more than before.  

§  Five recent changes have contributed to making 
crisis management more important: 
– Stakeholder activism is on the rise (more so online) 
– More media and public scrutiny of crises 
–  The value of reputation has increased 
– Broader understanding of what crises might strike 
–  [Negligent Failure to Plan] 
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Today’s learning goals 

1.  Understand why theories are useful for 
crisis communication managers. 

2.  Be familiar with the main concepts and 
applicability of the following theories: 

1.  Apologia  
2.  Image Repair  

3.  Apply theories to the study of the 2008 
Carrefour Boycott Crisis in China. 
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Theories 

 
“A [crisis communication] theory is used to 

explain what will work, what decisions should 
be made and how, what actions are likely to 
result and how, and how things relate. It is a 

prediction based on what has happened 
before.” 

(Fearn-Banks 2016, p. 17) 
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Theory and practice 

§  Researchers are focused on designing and 
testing theories that help explain 
phenomena. Practitioners can benefit from 
applying this knowledge in managing crises. 
– Good theories improve crisis management and 

are not simple academic exercises. 
– Theories contribute to evidence-based problem 

solving instead of opinion-based problem 
solving. 
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Using theory 

§  We make use of theories in theory building, 
theory testing and also in case analysis.  

§  Crisis communication incorporates theories 
from multiple fields:  
– Media & communication studies 
– Political science 
– Sociology 
– Psychology 
– Managerial studies… 
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Evolution crisis communication 
research 

Validated 
wisdom 

Informal 
research 

Transition 
research 

Formal 
research 

§  Corporate Apologia 
§  Image Repair Theory (IRT) 
§  Anticipatory model  
§  Rhetoric of renewal 

§  Extended parallel process model (EPPM) 
§  Attribution theory 
§  Contingency theory 
§  Situational crisis communication theory  

§  Tactical advice 
§  Strategic advice 



(cc) Dani Madrid-Morales – 2016 | COM5403 – Crisis Communication and Management 
  

More about theories 

Sellnow, T. L., & Seeger, 
M. W. (2013). Theorizing 
Crisis Communication. 
Somerset: Wiley-
Blackwell.  
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Pre-crisis related models 

§  During the pre-crisis stage we focus on 
locating (sensing) and reducing the risk as 
well as preparing (training and designing) for 
a crisis. 

§  There is very little research done in this area, 
so it is a good are to go into if you are 
planning to do research. 
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Pre-crisis related models 

§  Prevention is the top 
priority of this model, 
one of the few that 
focuses on the 
sensing stage.  

§  The model employs 
vigilance during the 
pre-crisis phases to 
aid crisis decision 
making and 
prevention. 
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Anticipatory Model of Crisis Management 

(Olaniran & Williams 2001) 
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Pre-crisis related models 

§  It’s a 4 step process to 
manage crises. 

§  Stage 1 is about issue 
management. Early 
detection is crucial. 

§  Step 2 is about 
planning. Scanning 
leads to monitoring.  

§  Step 3 deals with crisis 
event and step 4 with 
post-crisis. 
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Pre-crisis related models 

§  Helps explain the 
positive effect of 
exercises and risk 
information by looking 
at how people 
respond to messages. 

§  Fear can motivate 
people to action if a 
threat is perceived to 
be relevant and 
significant. 
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Extended Parallel Process Model 

(Witte 1994, p. 113) 
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Extended Parallel Process Model 

§  For people to follow the advice given in a risk 
message, they must believe that the action 
will work (response efficacy) and that they 
can enact the proposed action (self-
efficacy). 

§  If the response is believed not to work or 
that it cannot executed, the risk and 
messages associated with it will be ignored. 
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Crisis Event Theories & Models 

§  This is were most research has gone into. 
This is because whatever an organisation 
does (or does not) during a crisis has a 
notable effect on the outcomes of the crisis.  
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Apologia 

§  Corporate apologia is the earliest 
communication-based approach to crises. 

§  It is based in rhetoric and it is built around 
the concept of apologia (ἀπολογία), which 
refers to speak in one’s self-defence.  

§  It does not mean “apology”.  
– An organisation my deny, explain or apologize 

using communication discourse (rhetorical 
strategies). 
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Apologia 

§  Apologia originates in political 
communication. It was a set of four 
strategies to be used by politicians who were 
under attack because of wrongdoing. 
1.  Denial – claiming no involvement 
2.  Bolstering – attention is diverted to the good 

deeds of the person under attack 
3.  Differentiation – removing action from the 

negative context 
4.  Transcendence – placing actions in a broader 

context that is more favourable 
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Corporate Apologia 

§  Corporate apologia refers to the application 
of apologia to organisations, which was first 
done by Dionisopolous and Vibbert. 
– Politicians have public characters which need to 

be protected. Organisations have reputations to 
be protected.  

– Crises can be seen as attacks to reputation. 
When an organisation is accused of wrongdoing, 
actions need to be taken to defend it. 
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Corporate Apologia 

§  Hearit contributed the concept of social 
legitimacy. Defined as the consistency 
between organisational and stakeholder 
values. 
– Whenever stakeholders believe than an 

organisation does not have social legitimacy, 
they will oppose it (by not buying its products, by 
criticising it…). 

– Crises are important because they can reduce 
social legitimacy, an element of reputation. 
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Corporate Apologia 

§  There are, generally speaking, three 
strategies in corporate apologia: 
– Conciliation: organisations acknowledge the 

guilt and issue an apology. They should come 
with compensations and corrective actions. 

– Redefinition: crisis management teams use 
multiple strategies to diffuse the public’s 
perception of guilt. 

– Dissociation: organisations try to separate 
themselves from the crisis. 
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Redefinition in corporate apologia 

§  There are several strategies to redefine guilt: 
– Provocation – guilt is diffused by claiming that 

actions were a reaction to hostilities. 
– Defeasibility – claims superior forces against 

which nothing could be done. 
– Good intentions strategy – presents past 

actions as in good faith, with unexpected 
consequences. 

– Minimisation – tries to lessen responsibility by 
claiming the problem is actually small. 
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Dissociation in corporate apologia 

§  There are three forms of dissociation: 
1.  Opinion-knowledge - removes any connection 

between the organization and the crisis. “People 
think the organization is associated with the crisis, 
but facts say otherwise.” 

2.  Individual-group - a person or group within the 
organization is responsible for the crisis, but not 
the entire organization. 

3.  Accident-essence - admits the crisis did occur and 
that the organization is responsible, however it is 
argued that it was an isolated incident that does 
not represent the organisation. 
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Corporate apologia 

§  The success of apologiae at repairing 
damaged reputation and restoring social 
legitimacy has been disputed.  

§  In today’s media saturated world, apologiae 
can be used in combination of other 
strategies, particularly when a crisis 
specifically threatens the social legitimacy 
of an organisation. 
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Pros and Cons of Apologia 

§  Pro 
–  It provides a very strong foundation for other 

theories and models. 
–  It was the first to identify many types of 

responses, later used by other theories. 

§  Cons 
–  It is very descriptive and no evaluative of 

effectiveness. 
–  It is up to practitioners to assess whether 

strategies are effective or not. 
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Image Repair Theory (IRT) 

§  Sometimes referred to as “image restoration 
theory”, “image repair theory” (IRT) was first 
proposed by Benoit in 1995. 
–  It combines elements from rhetoric studies 

(apologia) and interpersonal communication. 
–  It focuses on reputation (image) and how this 

can be repaired after an attack. 
–  It is a classification of communication strategies 

that can be used to project a more favourable 
image of an organisation. 
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Image Repair Theory (IRT) 

§  The starting point of IRT is that an 
organisation has suffered an attack to its 
reputation. Attacks have two components: 
– An offensive act that threatens the reputation or 

an organisation. 
– An accusation of responsibility for the act. 

§  If there is no offensive act or no accusation, 
then there is no threat to reputation. 
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Image Repair Theory (IRT) 

§  Benoit suggests that, when making use of 
IRT, crisis managers must first ask 
themselves two questions: 
1.  What accusation(s) or suspicion(s) threaten the 

image of the organisation? 
2.  Who is or are the most important audiences? 

§  Understanding the audience is key to image 
repair, because audiences will ultimately 
validate or invalidate the authenticity of 
whatever a speaker tries to project 
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Image Repair Theory (IRT) 
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Accidental Transcendence 

Good 
intentions Minimization 

Attacking 
accuser 

Compensation 
offer 
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IRT - Denial 

§  Cut the connection between the crisis and 
the organization 

– Simple Denial: claim that the organization is not 
involved in the crisis; 

– Shift the Blame: blame someone or something 
other than the organization for the crisis. 
•  It helps shift negative feelings the audience 

might have and answers the question, “if you did 
not do it, who did it?” 
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IRT – Evading Responsibility 

§  Accepting some connection to the crisis, but 
deny (or reduce) accountability. 

– Provocation: the crisis was a response to 
someone else’s actions; 

– Defeasibility: lack of information about or 
control over the situation;  

– Accidental: did not mean for it to happen, “stuff” 
sometimes happens;  

– Good intentions: the organisation meant well. 
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IRT – Reducing Offensiveness 

§  Reducing offensiveness, makes the crisis “look 
better” for the organisation 

– Bolstering: remind stakeholders of the positive 
qualities and past actions;  

– Differentiation: compare act to more negative ones;  
–  Transcendence: place act in a different context;  
– Minimization: claim little damage from the crisis;  
– Attack Accuser: challenge those promoting crisis;  
– Compensation: offer money or goods. 
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IRT – Corrective action & 
mortification 

§  Corrective Action goes beyond 
compensation or reinterpretation and 
implies repairing the damage done by a 
crisis.  
– Needs to communicate that changes will be 

introduced to prevent a repetition of the crisis. 
– Often corrective action is usually as high as an 

organisation will go.  

§  Mortification: ask for forgiveness; admit guilt 
and express regret. 
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Pros and Cons of IRT 

§  Pro 
–  It is one of the most widely applied theories, as it 

is adaptable. 
–  It is helpful when training spokespeople as it 

provides clues in choosing the best strategy 

§  Cons 
–  If applied unethically, it might lead to 

organisations avoiding punishment.  
–  It is very descriptive and no evaluative of 

effectiveness. 
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  Carrefour is an international chain of 
hypermarkets, founded in 1958, based in 
France.  

§  Carrefour is the second largest retailer by 
revenue in the world.  

§  Carrefour is an internationalised brand 
present in dozens of countries, including 
China. Carrefour has been in China since 
1995. By 2013 it had more than 200 stores 
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  In 2008, China organised the Beijing 
Olympics. China wanted to show the world all 
the progress the country had made since the 
reform and opening up. The 2008 Olympics 
were a great public diplomacy victory for 
China.  

§  Outside of China there were groups of 
people who were unsatisfied with the 
political situation in China and called for a 
boycott of the Olympics.  
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  Particularly vocal were human rights 
organisations that criticised lack of freedom 
of speech in China and attacked the 
government for its policy towards Western 
regions, such as Tibet.  

§  Protesters and NGOs like Human Rights 
Watch attacked the sponsors of the Olympic 
games repeatedly (McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, 
Visa, Lenovo, Omega, Kodak…). 
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  Protesters also attacked the torch rely in 
different countries, such as the United States, 
Australia, Japan or France.  

§  During the segment in Paris, protesters 
attacked Chinese Paralympic fencer, Jin Jing, 
who defended the flame.  

§  The incident received a lot of media coverage in 
China and outside of China, even though the 
way the events were covered was substantially 
different.  
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  Prior to the Olympics two relevant events 
took place : 
– Demonstrations in Tibet in early 2008 received 

very negative coverage in the international 
media. 

– French President Nicolas Sarkozy had 
threatened with not attending the Olympic 
Opening Ceremony as a way to protest for what 
he saw was a lack of respect by Beijing of 
Human Rights.  
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2008 Carrefour Boycott China 

§  In China, netizens responded with anger to the torch 
incident.  
–  There were SMS messages circulating around calling for 

a boycott.  
–  Online, a movement was formed to call for a boycott of 

Carrefour.  

§  Out of the online movement, two developments 
affecting Carrefour occurred: 
–  Rumours were spread online that Carrefour supported 

Tibet independence by financing the Dalai Lama. 
–  Online pressure became physical as people started 

demonstrating in shops and causing damage to shops.  
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Exercise (I) 

1.  Work in groups of 3. Discuss the case with 
your colleagues and identify the main 
objective of the Carrefour crisis team.  
§  After you have identified the objective send 

your response using Mentimeter. 

§  Here you can check the answers to the exercise 
in class: 

https://www.mentimeter.com/s/2a391b2c2bb39eb7aa64648001550f14/96e48e2789fd  
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Questions 

? 


