
How to Communicate 
in a Crisis

Jon Haber, Adjunct Lecturer in Public Policy

Harvard Public Speaking Club

April 17, 2019



Some Definitions



A Crisis
• A crisis is a negative event or situation that:

• Stops business as usual to some extent
• Requires escalation to leadership for decision-making, 

guidance and directives

• It threatens long-term material impact on:
• Reputation
• People (stakeholders)
• Environment
• Business operations and/or 
• Bottom line



Crisis Communications
• The effort taken by an organization or individual to 

communicate with their important audiences when a crisis 
happens or is expected to happen.



Best Case Crisis
• When no one externally knows there was a problem 
• Because the organization managed/navigated a potential crisis 

so that it helped its brand, won its position, etc.



Quick Look at the Past



• 9/30/82
• Johnson & Johnson product
• 7 die by ingesting cyanide-

laced Tylenol in Chicago
• Product removed from 

shelves/company offered 
replacement 

• Advised consumers not to 
take product

• Company posted a reward
• Candid, contrite, committed 

to solving the murders, 
protect the public 



Pre-Internet, Pre-Social Media Era
• Companies/nonprofits/organizations had time to respond
• Information took a long time to spread
• Opinion leaders filtered information
• Rumors, fake news, etc. more easily suppressed 
• Fewer channels
• Might only have regional impact
• Public awareness was limited



But Social Media Has 
Changed Everything



Emotion Always Overpowers Reason

Emotion can be 
irrational but that 
doesn’t make it less 
real or impactful.



Can It Go Viral/Escalate?
 Does this story/image/video evoke a strong human emotion?

 Can key audiences easily relate to this story/image/video on 
an emotional level? 

 If people share this story/image/video, does it have a high 
likelihood of provoking a negative reaction or sentiment 
towards the organization?



Let’s Look at an Example



Please close your laptops
Turn off phones



United Express Flight 3411
Chicago to Louisville

Sunday, 4/9/17



Sunday 4/9/17, 7:24 pm EDT



4/9/17: 7:24 pm










4/9/17: 8:01 pm








4/9/17: 8:21 pm








You work for United. 
What will you do?



Break into Groups:

1. What are your goals?
2. Who are your audiences?
3. Write statement for United.



Here’s what you know at this time
• Republic Airlines managed United Express flight 3411 for United.
• 4/9/17 flight (ORD to Louisville) scheduled to depart at 5:40 pm.
• Plane was Embraer 170.  Seats 70.  Built between 2004-2017.
• After flight was fully boarded, four United employees approached United 

gate agents. Said they were deadheading & needed four seats.
• Passengers offered $1,000 vouchers to give up their seats. Three 

agreed. One refused. Chicago Aviation Security (CAS) called in to help.
• Despite repeated requests by CAS, one passenger refused to leave.  CAS 

removed him. Passenger returned to plane. CAS removed him again.
• Passenger’s name and nationality are not known at this point.
• Flight was delayed two hours.



1. What are your goals?
2. Who are your audiences?
3. Write statement for United.



Late Sunday evening 4/9, United Airlines statement to 
the media:

“Flight 3411 from Chicago to Louisville was 
overbooked. After our team looked for volunteers, one 
customer refused to leave the aircraft voluntarily and 
law enforcement was asked to come to the gate. We 
apologize for the overbook situation. Further details on 
the removed customer should be directed to 
authorities."



Late Sunday evening 4/9, United Airlines statement to 
the media:

“Flight 3411 from Chicago to Louisville was 
overbooked. After our team looked for volunteers, one 
customer refused to leave the aircraft voluntarily and 
law enforcement was asked to come to the gate. We 
apologize for the overbook situation. Further details on 
the removed customer should be directed to 
authorities."



Monday, 4/10 at 6:03 am



Monday, 4/10 at 11:27 am



Monday, 4/10 at 11:27 am



How United do?







4/10/17: 1:02 pm








Monday evening (Munoz to employees)

[more to summary]



Monday evening (Munoz to employees)

[more to summary]



Tuesday 4/11











Wednesday, 4/12



Aftermath
• CEO Munoz’s promotion to Chairman was cancelled
• Dr. Dao and United reach confidential settlement
• United agrees to give all passengers on flight a voucher
• United ups voucher for lost luggage but not for bumped 

passengers
• No United employees fired or apparently disciplined.



Aftermath (contd.)
• 2 officers fired; 2 received short suspensions
• Chicago Aviation Security is decertified as a police department; 

Chicago police department takes their duties
• Worldwide negative coverage.  Overwhelming outrage in 

Vietnamese and Chinese social media



Another Example












French President Emmanuel Macron
I’m telling you all tonight — we will rebuild this cathedral 
together. This is probably part of the French destiny. And we will 
do it in the next years. Starting tomorrow, a national donation 
scheme will be started that will extend beyond our borders.



Before a Crisis?



Planning for a Crisis
• Be crisis ready

• Understand potential threats
• Identify teams/responsibilities
• Develop protocols for dealing with threats

• Identify stakeholders
• Develop messages/holding statements
• Develop strategy
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