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Agenda 

 Our background and expertise 

 Why we choose to communicate during a crisis 

 How to effectively prepare for crisis situations 

 Case Study – FLL shooting 

 Case Study – UA passenger incident 

 Takeaways 

 Questions 
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Aviation crisis experience 

 Southwest Airlines – Ongoing crisis communications counsel 

 Pinnacle Airlines – Crash of Flight 3701 

 Colgan Air – Crash of Flight 3407 near Buffalo, NY 

 National Air Cargo – Crash of Flight 102 in Afghanistan 

 Pacific Gas & Electric – NTSB pipeline accident investigation  

 Northwest Airlines – Mechanics strike; bankruptcy 

 DFW Airport – Crisis planning and media training 

 Blue Grass Airport – Comprehensive crisis planning and media training 

 Akron-Canton Airport – Crisis planning, media training and ER drills 

 Swagelok – Corporate aviation communications plan  

 NetJets – Comprehensive crisis planning and executive media training 
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Our aviation experience 
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Defining a crisis 

Anything – any issue, action, event – that 

threatens to significantly damage an 

organization and its employees, products, 

services, financial condition, or reputation. 



5 

Why communicate during a crisis? 

 If you don’t, someone else will 

 “No comment” = “probably guilty”  

 Demonstrate concern 

 Building/maintaining public support 

 Help diffuse conflict 

 Protect your brand and bottom line  

 

 

 

Be seen as part of the solution  

– whether or not the issue was your fault! 
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Advance preparation is key to success 

 Before a crisis, you should… 

 Conduct a thorough communications risk assessment 

 Develop a crisis communications manual, escalation process and tools  

 Provide crisis communications training  

 Practice handling a crisis situation  
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Why is advance preparation important? 

 Because during a crisis, you’ll need… 

 The ability to quickly gather the right people to make good 

 decisions promptly 

 Pre-developed communications templates  

 Pre-tested communications vehicles  

 Trained, competent spokespeople 

 Pre-developed relationships with the right people to help mitigate  

brand damage 
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Lawyers and PR People…oil and water? 

 Not at all! 

 Same objective: Protect the Organization! 

 Different angles, but equally important 

 Legal is the keeper of liability  

 PR is the keeper of brand and reputation 

 Both can have crippling impact if not handled properly 

 Some tips 

 Establish working relationships and processes in advance 

 Stay in your lane 

 Learn each others’ craft 

 Present a united front to management 
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Social Media: Managing social media’s influence 

 A few tips: 

 Evaluate your online presence 

 Have a monitoring service on standby for an emergency 

 Have a social media policy in place 

 Make sure you can communicate promptly via several venues 

 Don’t begin social media communications efforts during a crisis; must be in 

alignment with your normal course of business 
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Monitoring 

 Stakeholders expect to be updated minute 

by minute during a crisis 

 Have a monitoring service on standby for 

an emergency 

 Priority for monitoring and responding 

should be given to the company’s official 

social media sites 

 All social media posts should include links 

to the company’s official statements on its 

website about the crisis.  

 Allows easy dissemination of information 

 Ensures consistent messaging across all 

platforms 
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When to engage 

 When evaluating a threat, consider the following: 

 Is the person who posted criticism influential? 

 Has the criticism been posted somewhere online where a lot of people will 

see it? 

 Does the attack contain egregious misinformation? 

 If the answer to one or more of these questions is “yes,” a direct 

response from the company may be merited 
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Best practices for responding to criticism 

 Don’t allow your emotions to take over 

 Stick to the facts 

 Quickly acknowledge concerns  

 Provide updated information as soon  

as it becomes available 

 If you can’t respond to the question, explain why  

 Correct misinformation 

 Don’t delete negative postings to the  

company’s social media sites unless they  

are offensive or in obvious violation of the  

organization’s social media policy 

 Capture screenshots of important posts 



    

FLL Airport 

Shooting 
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FLL airport shooting 
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Social media’s role 
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FLL website 
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Airline reactions 
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Delta’s reaction 
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Rumors perpetuated on social media 



 The need for constant communication 

 Initial arrest was quick but situation got out of control after that 

 Rumors of a second shooter swirling on social media led to chaotic second 

evacuation 

 Updates using emergency alert system more may have been helpful 

 Update social channels (and every other channel) once a second shooter was 

ruled out – most people were getting info via social media 

 All parties need to determine in advance who is responsible for timely 

communication with impacted people and how it will be carried out  
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Observations and recommendations 



    

United Airlines 

Passenger 

Removal  
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United Airlines passenger removal  
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First person accounts of the event on social media   



24 

@United responds to inquiries  
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United Airlines CEO’s initial response  
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Public backlash to the messaging  
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Aftermath and consequences to the business  
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Revised statement from the CEO 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90jSUe_vdhM
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Reaction by politicians, regulators and DOT 
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Congressional hearing and updated airline policies   

“Seize this opportunity, because if you don't, we're going to act 
and you're not going to like it.” - Rep. Bill Shuster (PA) 

“Unless we figure out a way to guarantee that customers are 
coming first, you’re going to see more of that [violence on 
airlines].” - Rep. Elizabeth Esty (CT) 

“Don’t make us have to act and put [on] a one-size-
fits-all approach.” - Rep. Rodney Davis (IL) 

“Nobody is against you making money. I don't want 
to yell at you. I just want to be able to go to the 
airport and get from Point A to Point B with a more 
pleasant experience.” – Rep. Michael Capuano (MA) 



 Social media and video have added a whole new level of accountability and 

exposure risk 

 The first response to a crisis is very important and will stick with the public 

throughout the incident, possibly making the situation worse if mishandled 

 When crafting apologies, be sure to include emotional and humanizing 

messages 

 Use consistent messaging for all audiences (i.e. employees and customers) 

 Even when an action is allowable by regulation, it may not be the best choice 

 Many other less expensive options available 

 Make sure customer facing teams are empowered to do the right thing and 

know how to escalate a crisis quickly 

 What is still to come… 
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Observations and recommendations  



    

Questions? 

Thank you! 


