
Navigating the psychology of real-
world crises.   



Our world today
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A little trivia – Who said it best?
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"I want my life back."

"I apologize for having to 
re-accommodate these 
customers.” 

"We are doing god's 
work." 

“Every year-- on average 
for the last five years, 
1,000 did not do the right 
thing.”

- Tony Hayward, BP

- Carlos Munoz, United

- Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman 
Sachs

- John Stumpf, Wells Fargo



in today's media landscape, crises …

spread more quickly

dominate conversation

don’t go away

United’s passenger crisis

Equifax Hack 2017

J&J Asbestos Lawsuits



crises can cause lasting impact.

After a reputation crisis, companies tend to fall into two distinct groups:
Winners, who on average gain 20% in share value over the following year
Losers, who on average lose nearly 30% in share value

Source: Pentland Analytics
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The Attack
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Politicians jump in
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Meanwhile back at HQ

Who are the players?
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What is their instinct? 

Who usually wins? 

CEO Defend the company and its actions 

General Counsel Minimize Risk

CFO Minimize Costs

Sales and Marketing Keep Selling

Government Affairs Mobilize support; attack critics

Comms Engage stakeholders; tell our story

Subject Matter Experts Educate and Explain



What about our audience?
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What does our audience think? 
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Perception 2: You are being dishonest
Your company or brand:
...is hiding something? 
...is lying? 
...is cheating? 
...is evading regulations? 

Perception 3: You are abusing power

Your company or brand:
...is taking advantage of the little guy? 
...has too much power? 
...is limiting choice? 

Perception 1: You don’t care
Your company or brand:
...is putting profit first? 
...is indifferent to who they hurt? 
...is mistreating animals or the environment?

Perception 4: You are making things worse

Your company or brand:
...is making products more synthetic, unnatural, or unsafe? 
...is moving away from how things used to be done? 
...is introducing innovations, elements, or processes that 

are new or unproven?



What’s the right message?
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Company 3rd Party Nobody

Objective Engage Enrage Educate

Tone Positive message Negative message No Comment

Posture For Against Neither

Message Empathy Blame Ambivalence



The Attack
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J&J’s response
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Breaking down the message
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 What was the objective?
 
 What was the approach?
  
 What works?
 
 What doesn’t? 



Right message / right messenger
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Company 3rd Party Nobody

Objective Engage Enrage Educate

Tone Positive message Negative message No Comment

Posture For Against Neither

Message Empathy Blame Ambivalence



Back to our world… 
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We live in a Post-Trust Era



We’ve lost the benefit of the doubt
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They challenge your motives
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They are skeptical about your intent
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More The Same Less

47%

28% 23%
29%

54%

18%

Changes

Revenue Neutral 
Changes

If you heard your energy company was changing the way it billed for energy [but that these 
changes would be REVENUE NEUTRAL overall], would you assume that in an average month 
you were going to be paying…?

Q. 



They challenge your facts
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“You can’t 
speak with 

certainty about 
science.”

– Seattle 
Participant



So how do we 
persuade the unpersuaded?



Some messages make 
you feel good…
others work…
they are usually not the same.

  + Me

“



#1: They don’t believe 
what you believe



Understand them

What 
you 

believe
(your truth)

What 
they

believe
(their truth)



consumers’ truth

Different attitudes

food company’s truth
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They are skeptical about your challenges

your truth their truth

It is too expensive and difficult 
to put all lines underground

You would save 
so much money if you did



They are skeptical about your challenges

your truth their truth

We don’t have the ability to 
tell when your power goes off

Seriously?  It’s the 21st 
Century.  
Why not?



They have different facts

Natural gas Nuclear Coal Hydro Geothermal Wind Solar
0%

10%
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65%
58%

52%
47% 46%

33% 31%

65%
59%

52% 54%
48%

42%
37%

Under all weather conditions 24 hours a day, 7 days a week

Which sources of energy can produce electricity … ? (Select all that apply)



#2:  You can’t persuade them 
if they aren’t listening



532
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P&G Press Release: 

Febreze safety has been confirmed. 
 
Consumers can continue to use 
Febreze with confidence.
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Give them a reason to listen

don’t say do say

“These products 
are safe.”

  “You deserve to have access 
to all of the research on both 
sides of the issue so you can 

decide whether these 
products are safe for you.”  
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Give them a reason to listen
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“Today, we can choose between 
a balanced energy mix, 

which provides reliable energy 
whenever we need it, 

and 100% renewable energy. 
But we cannot have both. 

We also need to consider the costs… 
The logistics, resources, and 

costs would be immense.”

“I want to hear about how the work would get 
done. I don’t want to hear him complain about 

how much work it will take.”
 – Minneapolis

28% 33% 39%

Anti-Renewable Neutral Pro-renewable

“We cannot have energy that’s reliable, 
affordable, AND 100% renewable.” 



#3: It’s not about you.  
It’s about them.



They don’t want to hear about your business

you say they hear

The way energy works, we need to be able to 
produce and deliver the maximum amount of 
energy that all of our customers may need at a 
given time… This is not my problem!

The current system doesn’t account for what it 
takes to deliver your energy… 



you say they hear

The costs of power are just a 
pass-through. We do not make 

any profit on it.

It’s like squeezing a balloon. 
You are going to make your 

money somewhere. 

….or your business model 
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Tax Reform - before
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Tax Reform - after
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#4: Speak the language 
of the people.





#5:  Talk about what you are for.



negative positive

Non-solar customers are 
subsidizing customers with solar 

panels.

We want to make sure no one 
pays above-market rates for the 

same energy and all customers pay 
their fair share

Reframing in the positive
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100% RE – after 
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“We support increasing renewables as part of our 
commitment to clean energy and overall efforts to 
reduce carbon emissions. 

When cities and companies want to go 100% 
renewable, we want to partner with them.

By avoiding short-term mandates, we can 
increase the use of renewables without asking 
customers to compromise on reliability or cost.   

And by continuing to invest in a range of 24/7 
energy sources and other technologies, we can 
reduce carbon emissions faster, and bring the 
benefits of clean, reliable, and affordable energy 
to everyone.” 

“We would like to bring our customers 
100% renewable energy, and to do it 

right, we have to do it gradually”

70% 24% 6%

Anti-Renewable Neutral Pro-renewable



#6: Blame-shifting is a bad idea.



They’re sensitive to “threats”
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They don’t like scare tactics

you say they hear

In a deregulated market, electricity 
is left in the hands of profiteers who 
care more about making an extra 

dollar than reliability. 

“My BS detector went off. It sounded 
polemic, like propaganda.  I thought 

they were scare tactics.  It was a 
total turnoff, really.”

– Retail Customer
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They don’t like blame-shifting

you say they hear

If a house barely uses any electricity in a 
given month everyone else on the block 
is paying for that house to stay on the 

grid. We don’t think that’s fair.

They are blaming people who don’t use 
much electricity, that’s not right.
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Right message / right messenger

50

Company 3rd Party Nobody

Objective Engage Enrage Educate

Tone Positive message Negative message No Comment

Posture For Against Neither

Message Empathy Blame Ambivalence



Some key questions



Key questions

52

Do we go negative or stay positive? 
• Engage or attack? 
• What we are for or against? 
• Accept a role or shift blame? 

Can we educate? 



Looking at Natural Gas

53

What’s the message to protect the role of natural gas? 
How do you justify investments in new natural gas?

Step 1:  Take 4 minutes and write down 1 or 2 talking points 
Step 2:  Share out

Is your message consumer-friendly? 
Did you focus on benefits? 
How will they react? 



Questions?



It’s not what you say, 
It’s what they hear®



Thank you 
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