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Abstract 
  

This thesis examines the organizational use of traditional and new media in public 
relations tactics when confronted with a crisis. Taking from the elements from the Social-
Mediated Crisis Communication model, the primary question is what is the best combination of 
response types when accounting for the locus of control and source of the crisis? In order to 
understand how organizations handle and fare a crisis, four organizations in crisis were observed: 
The Baltimore Ravens, The Los Angeles Clippers, SeaWorld, and Target. This sample covers 
three different types of organizations: Sports (NFL and NBA), Entertainment, and Retail. The 
public addresses issued by these organizations were cross-examined with previous research in 
the topic to look for trends, similarities, and differences in the quantity and type of responses. At 
the conclusion of this study, there were different outcomes of the different response strategies for 
the four organizations. Based on these findings, recommendations for other organizations facing 
a crisis are made. 
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Statement of Relevance 
 
In the increasingly prominent age of digital media and instant information dissemination, 

many organizations are having to change communication tactics both internally and externally. 
Because of the speed of information dissemination via computer-mediated communication, 
crises within organizations are made public quickly and organizations must address them 
accordingly. There have been many research studies that have sought to understand the best 
ways to address a crisis should one arise within an organization. These studies have looked at the 
origins of the organizational crisis as well as the way in which the crisis is handled by the 
organization. Although these studies examine several variables across different organizations in 
crisis, none of them have accounted for difference across the organizations’ industries. 
 
Statement of Purpose 

 
To better understand the changing times of public relations, this case study seeks to compare 

crisis management across several industries: sports, retail, and entertainment. Across these 
industries, this paper will then compare the use of traditional public relations tactics vs. the use 
of social media to disseminate information. The question, is there a best way to handle a crisis 
and if there is, what are the strategies that should be used? Is there a difference between 
industries considering organizational response? This secondary analysis has found that these 
strategies do change and do differ from industry to industry.  
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Cases 

Target 

 

On November 27, 2013, the chain retail giant, Target, experienced a hack into their credit card 
database, compromising the personal and banking information of millions of its consumers. With 

the holiday season approaching, the “Target Privacy Breach” case provided examples of a 
variety of tactics to compensate their customers and retain business and revenues. 

 

SeaWorld 

 

On January 19, 2013, Blackfish, a documentary about the alleged mistreatment of killer whales at 
the popular entertainment park, SeaWorld, premiered at Sundance Film Festival. When it was 

broadcasted on CNN a few months later, SeaWorld came under public scrutiny. Over  the course 
of several months and years, SeaWorld has fought to save face and continue their business. 
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Baltimore Ravens (NFL) 

 

On February 19, 2014, entertainment news source TMZ aired a security video from a hotel 
casino in which Baltimore Ravens’ Ray Rice was seen dragging an unconscious, then-fiancée, 
Janay Palmer from an elevator. Over the next few weeks and into months, the Ravens and, by 

association, the NFL, came under fire for supporting domestic violence among NFL players. The 
Ravens addressed the public and their fans via multiple public outreach methods to discuss Ray 

Rice’s actions. 

 

Los Angeles Clippers (NBA) 

 

On April 25, 2014, TMZ released a tape recording provided by V. Stiviano, then-girlfriend of the 
owner of the Los Angeles Clippers, Donald Sterling. The recording contained racist remarks 

made by Sterling that involved players from the Los Angeles Clippers and the organization as a 
whole. Throughout the next months, the Clippers attempted to retain fans by addressing the 

issues sparked by the comments made by Sterling.  



The Good, The Bad, & The Ugly: Crisis Management Across Industries  6 
 

Literature Review 
 
Definitions 
 
Social Media 
 According to the Pew Internet & American Life Project (2010), social media is described 
as “a new era of web-enabled applications that are built around use-generated or use-manipulated 
content, such as wikis, blogs, podcasts, and social networking sites” (Jin, Austin, & Liu, 2011, p. 
75). Social media redefines crisis management because it travels far and wide at a fast rate, the 
content is quick-hitting which allows room for misinterpretation, each re-tweet or post becomes a 
new event beyond the origin of the crisis, and it allows for individuals to communicate and come 
together to wield power (Johnson, 2012, p. 10). For the purpose of this paper, social media refers 
to use of Facebook and Twitter to communicate information between the organization and the 
public via the internet.  
 
Crisis 

Per Coombs (2007), organizational crisis is best defined as the “perception of an 
unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously 
impact an organization’s performance and generate negative outcomes” (Jin et al., 2011, p. 75). 
These “unpredictable” events are even more salient now that social media and internet spreads 
information so quickly. 
 
Reputation 
 Managing a company’s reputation is the full-time job of public relations professionals. 
During a crisis, the organization’s reputation is threatened. Reputation is equally important 
during times of normalcy and this prior reputation can either help or hinder the organization 
overcome the crisis with its customers or fans. According to Fombrun, a reputation is “a 
perceptual reputation of a company’s past actors and future prospects that describes the firm’s 
overall appeal to all of its key constituents when compared with other leading rivals” (Turk et al., 
2012, p. 575). A previous study by Lyon and Cameron (2004, p. 265-266) found that companies 
with a good reputation elicited a positive attitude from participants in a survey as opposed to 
those with a bad reputation and customers intended to purchase more from companies with good 
reputations as opposed to those with bad reputations. It is clear that keeping reputations in-tact 
after a crisis is the end-goal for organizations confronted with these issues. 
 
Crisis Management Theory 
 
Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Models (SMCC) 
 This model outlines the crisis communication management process while accounting for 
the effects of social and online media. It is comprised of two parts that explain “how the source 
and form of crisis information affect the organizations’ response options” and “recommended 
social-mediated crisis response strategies” (Liu, Austin, & Jin, 2011, p. 346). The model is 
comprised of 5 factors: crisis, origin, type, infrastructure, message strategy, and message form 
(Jin et al., 2011, p. 78). Jin et al. (2011, p. 78) believed that all of these factors influenced how an 
organization came out of a crisis. There are also different types of publics that interact with the 
five factors of an organization’s response. The three actors that play a role in the SMCC model 
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are influential social media creators who create the information and disseminate it via social 
media, social media followers who consume the information and may play a role in 
redistributing the information, and social media inactives who have no role within the social 
media realm but hear from TM or the social media followers or creators through WOM about the 
crisis (Liu et al., 2011, p. 346). With all of these factors working together to produce a result 
after a crisis, organizations now pay special attention to not only what they say but how they say 
it and to what audience. 
 

	  
Figure	  1 

 
Crisis Source 
 

The source of the crisis has been measured as a variable to the public’s reaction to an 
organizational crisis. Understandably, results of these studies have found the origin of the crisis 
and the locus of control attributed to the organization in crisis have an effect on the type of 
response that a public expects and even their view of the organization after the crisis has been 
addressed. 

 
Origin: Third Party vs Organization 

These variables were used by Jin et al. (2011, p. 80) in a study involving a fictional crisis 
in which they measured participant’s emotional response. They tested which type of response 
from these fictional sources elicited the most favorable response. A “third party” source is media 
or outside organization apart from the organization in crisis while an “organization” source is an 
organization self-reporting an incident. The organization or third party that broke the news first 
has been shown to be “critical for establishing trust and credibility” while also affecting the end 
result of the organization in crisis (Jin et al., 2011, pg 80). This variable became important in this 
case study since the crises in the sample had varying crisis sources.  
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Locus of Control: Internal vs External 
Locus of control refers to “whether the crisis was initiated from an internal organization 

[…] or from an issue external of the organization, which affects the attribution of responsibility” 
(Jin et al., 2011, p. 78). The effect on public opinion post-crisis with consideration locus of 
control is of interest to communication researchers. Coombs (1995, p. 447) citing attribution 
theory, asserts a higher attribution crisis responsibility will cause a more negative perception 
among stakeholders. Furthermore, Lee (2004, p. 612-613) found that participants who viewed 
organizations with an internal local of control were viewed as having more responsibility for the 
crisis, created more negative impressions, generated less sympathy, and were more mistrusted 
than those with an external locus of control. In Jin et al.’s 2011 study, they found that when the 
locus of control was external, the public was more likely to accept a defensive response strategy, 
but when the crisis was of internal origins, it results in stronger emotions by the public who will 
be more likely to accept accommodative responses and collaborating with the organization (p. 
88). Because it could affect the public’s view of an organization taking or avoiding 
responsibility, locus of control affects how the public views the organization post-crisis. 
 
Response Type 
 
 Shown in previous studies on the topic, the organization’s type of response to the crisis 
that affects daily operations were compared against types of responses issued by the 
organization. The sample of public addresses per crisis/organization are compared against a 
typology of responses. The different categories of responses are defined below. 
 
Apologetic vs Defensive  
 Previous research on this topic has investigated the difference between organization’s 
dissemination of positive vs. negative responses. Negative communication strategies “include 
dissociation strategies, which distance organizations from their illegitimate behaviors” while 
positive communication strategies “refer to corrective action and demonstrating a commitment to 
the values that the organization violated” (Turk et al., 2012, 576). Defensive responses can be 
categorized as “attacking the accuser, denial, and excuse while accommodative strategies 
emphasize image repair” (Jin et al., 2011, p. 79). Lyon and Cameron (2004, p. 226) tested these 
strategies against organizations in crisis and found that attitudes toward organizations that used 
apologetic responses were better than those who used a defensive response and customers 
intended to purchase from companies that had apologized vs those that used a defensive 
response. They also found that found that accommodative responses were most appropriate 
(Lyon & Cameron, 2004, p. 227). With consideration of the fact that research often compares 
apologetic responses to denial or excuse strategies, Coombs and Holladay (2008, p. 255) sought 
to understand any difference between the different kinds of accommodative responses (apology, 
compensation, and sympathy) but did not find any significant differences. Lee (2004, p. 613) 
also found in a study that when the organization denied responsibility for the crisis, participants 
saw that organization as having more responsibility, viewed the organization more negatively, 
were less sympathetic, and mistrusted the organization, while the opposite was true for 
organizations that denied responsibility. This is one of the most complex variables used in this 
study and is expected to have the biggest difference on outcome of the organization’s crisis 
management strategies. 
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Hypothesis 1: Organizations that use accommodative response strategies such as apologies 
and compensation will have a better reputation post-crisis than organizations who use 
defensive strategies such as attacking accusers and excuses.  
 
Word of Mouth vs Social Media vs Traditional Media 

This variable has been used across many studies to understand the best form of response 
to use when addressing an organizational crisis.  Word of mouth (WOM) strategies were 
considered in one study where the crisis was fictional and respondents rated their view of the 
organization after receiving the information in this manner. Liu et al. (2011, 349) found that 
when the participant was informed of the crisis via WOM from the organization, they were most 
likely to accept an accommodative response from an organization. Similar results were found 
when the participant viewed information from the crisis from a social media (SM) source. 
Conversely, when participants heard of the crisis through traditional media (TM), they responded 
better to a supportive and defensive/evasive response from the organization (Liu et al., 2011, 
349). Sweetser and Metzgar (2007, p. 342) found when an organization used blogs to 
communicate to their stakeholders instead of traditional mass media forms, they were viewed 
more favorably by the public. In a study that looked at the American Red Cross’ use of social 
media to communicate with victims of disaster, Briones, Kuch, Liu, & Jin (2011, p. 41), found 
that the two-way dialogue allowed by using social media facilitated a better crisis response.  

 In this study, this variable was tested to see if the same theories held among the real-life 
cases sampled. Although this study does not quantitatively measure public response, these 
variables were used to compare response strategies across industries. For the purposes of this 
study, the organization communicating about the crisis via Facebook or Twitter accounted for 
use of SM while the organization communicating about the crisis via press conferences, press 
releases, and public statements accounted for the use of TM. WOM was not able to be 
quantifiably measured, but can be accounted for as a crisis information communication by 
consumers of the organization banding together either in union with or against the organization. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Organizations who use more SM than TM or WOM to communicate 
information about the crisis will have a better reputation post-crisis. 
 
CEO Visibility 

This variable accounts for whether or not the company’s CEO was visible during the 
crisis. Previous research done by Alsop (2004) found that having a CEO who takes public 
command is needed in order to survive an organizational crisis (Turk et al., 2012, 577). 
Similarly, Hwang and Cameron (2008, p. 72) found that using a CEO to communicate 
information to the public could be beneficial, but that an organization would need to know the 
role of their leader and his or her public perception in order to use the CEO most effectively in 
light of a crisis. This study intends to validate previous research by testing whether or not 
companies have their CEO address the public while resolving a crisis. This could be via 
traditional media or social media.  
 
Hypothesis 3: Organizations who use their CEO to discuss issues that arise because of a crisis 
at the beginning and throughout the period of crisis will have a better reputation post-crisis. 
 
  



The Good, The Bad, & The Ugly: Crisis Management Across Industries  10 
 

Method 
 
Selection Criteria 
 
The organizations that were selected were selected based on 3 criteria: 

 
1. The organization experienced a crisis.  

 
All the organizations chosen went through an abnormality within the organization that 

disrupted everyday operations. An element that differentiates this study to previous studies on 
organizational crisis is that half of the organizations chosen represent the sports industry while 
the other half represent other industries. This was a strategic decision in order to compare sports 
industries against others. This is also a case study that applies previous research to current and 
real-life organization crises. 

 
2. There was media attention on crisis. 

 
The organizations in the sample garnered enough media and public attention to offer 

large enough sample sizes to code. All crises drew local/industry-related attention and because of 
this, were under national public scrutiny. The organizations selected were in the media spotlight 
for anywhere from weeks to years.  

 
3. The organization publically addressed the crisis. 
 

In order to collect data produced by the organization and measure, compare, and analyze 
the organization’s response, it was also important that the organization itself was responding to 
the crisis. These responses comprised our dependent variable which are discussed in detail 
below. 

 
Data was collected via organization’s official social media sources, as well as company 

websites, and news outlets that published traditional media communications such as press 
releases, public statements, and press conferences. The exact sources are listed in table 1. 
 
Table	  1	  

Organization Twitter Facebook Website 
Baltimore 

Ravens 
twitter.com/ravens facebook.com/baltimoreravens baltimoreravens.com  

Los Angeles 
Clippers 

twitter.com/laclippers facebook.com/laclippers nba.com/clippers 

SeaWorld twitter.com/seaworld facebook.com/seaworld seaworld.com 
Target twitter.com/target facebook.com/target target.com 

 
Coding Protocol 
  

For each organization, a sample included all Facebook posts, Tweets, plus all traditional 
public addresses through the media from the time of crisis origin until the crisis was resolved or 
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no longer regularly covered by the media. While collecting data, several categories of responses 
were found regularly. Those categories are listed in Table 3 and are defined in the literature 
review. It is worth noting that these categories are within the framework of the organization’s 
response (i.e. the use of a hashtag created by and promoted by the organization). In addition to 
the quantity of those responses, the content within the response was coded against the variables 
determined as relevant in crisis management by previous research. 

In order to best understand how the organizations responded to a crisis, this paper 
compares the different public outreach methods used in previous research against the 
organizations’ response. The coding variables were used to reflect previous findings in crisis 
communication research and test them against organizations of different industries (see literature 
review). Variables coded across traditional and social media responses from organization that 
describe the organization’s response are listed in Table 4. 
 
Table	  2	  

Social Media Response Categories Traditional Media Response Categories 
Facebook post Press release 
Tweet Press conference 
Hashtag Other Official Communication by 

Organization 
 

Table	  3	  

Coding Variable Description 
Locus of Control Internal, External 

Source Third Party, Organization 
Crisis Information Form Traditional Media (TM), Social Media (SM), 

Word of Mouth (WOM) 
Crisis Response Apologetic, Defensive 

CEO Visibility Visible, Invisible 
Internet Response within 24 hours Yes, No 

 

Data Collection Period 

 The data collected was systematically scanned for the presence of the above variables. 
Examples of the various variables coded are located in the Appendix on page 21. The sample 
collected was intended to span the entirety of the crisis, however, as these events continue to be 
brought up in the media as time progresses, the length of time each organization was studied 
varied and may not be accurate to present time depending on the development of these crises in 
the future. As stated previously, the crises chosen were chosen because they were relevant and in 
the media but also had a date of origin before data collection began to ensure that an accurate 
sample of responses could be collected and coded. Within each sample, the number of times each 
type of response was used was recorded as well as the social media platform used.   
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Findings 
 
Locus of Control 

 
Table	  4	  

Organization Crisis Origin 
Los Angeles Clippers Internal 

SeaWorld External 
Baltimore Ravens Internal 

Target External 
 

 
The organizations sampled were split in half on whether the origin of the crisis was 

internal or external. The LA Clippers and the Baltimore Ravens both had members of the 
organization commit actions that came under media fire – the Clippers when Donald Sterling 
was recorded making racist remarks and the Ravens when Ray Rice was caught on tape 
assaulting and dragging his unconscious then-girlfriend out of a casino elevator. SeaWorld’s 
crisis origin was external since it began with the airing of the anti-captivity documentary, 
Blackfish. Target’s crisis origin was from an external source when their online databases were 
hacked and leaked.  

 
Source 
 
Table	  5	  

Organization Crisis Source 
Los Angeles Clippers Third Party 

SeaWorld Third Party 
Baltimore Ravens Third Party 

Target Third Party/Organization 
 
Both sports organizations had a source inform the media about the event that caused the 

crisis. In the case of the LA Clippers, V Stiviano recorded private conversations between her and 
CEO, Donald Sterling, in which he used explicit racial slurs. That tape later made its way into 
the hands of TMZ who broke the story. In the case of the Baltimore Ravens, again the 
entertainment news source, TMZ, first aired the tape they had received of Ray Rice dragging an 
unconscious Janay Palmer out of a hotel elevator. Almost 7 months later, TMZ aired another 
tape with evidence of Ray Rice physically assaulting Palmer inside the elevator. The Baltimore 
Ravens and the NFL responded to both events. In the SeaWorld case, the release of the 
independent move, Blackfish, was the source of the crisis. For Target, it was a small data and 
security blog, KrebsOnSecurity, who first reported the breach. However, the next day Target 
publically announced the breach, which is how the majority of the public heard about the crisis.  
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Crisis Information Form 
 

Table	  6	  

Organization Crisis Information Form 
Los Angeles Clippers TM, SM, WOM 

SeaWorld TM, SM, WOM 
Baltimore Ravens TM, SM 

Target TM, SM 
 
 

 Again, this variable accounts for the organization’s use of social media vs traditional vs 
word-of-mouth to address the public. In all cases, the organizations used some blend of 
traditional and social media to communicate to their consumers and stakeholders about the crisis. 
Many times, although the information form was traditional media (i.e. press conference, press 
release, official statement), the TM communication was transmitted via Facebook and Twitter. 
The Baltimore Ravens and Los Angeles Clippers used this form of communication most often by 
posting press conferences and statements to their Facebook pages and Twitter handles. Target 
also used this tactic and posted press releases from their spokespeople mostly on their Facebook 
page. SeaWorld used both traditional media and social media, but they did less blending of the 
two. Their social media tactics included a social media campaign using the hashtag 
#SeaWorldCares to generate discussion about its “Truth Team”. Their traditional media tactics 
included perhaps the most traditional outreach method in this sample – printing a press release in 
newspapers. WOM from the organization itself was hard to code for, however, with the LA 
Clippers and SeaWorld, the public took to protesting/communicating to other members of the 
public. It can be inferred that those who had not received any information via TM or SM 
communications from the organization who heard people communicating about the crisis by 
WOM got their information through this form. See examples of this in the Appendix. 
 
Crisis Response: Accommodative vs Defensive 
 
Table	  7	  

Organization Crisis Response 
Los Angeles Clippers Accommodative 

SeaWorld Defensive 
Baltimore Ravens Accommodative 

Target Accommodative 
 
 

 Apologetic vs. defensive response strategies were coded for whether or not the 
organization communicated remorse/compensation or denied the claims/made excuses. In the 
sports industry cases, both teams issued apologetic responses. The LA Clippers took 
responsibility for the actions of their CEO. Apologies were made by Doc Rivers on April 27, 
2014 in a press conference and on April 28th via an official statement; the Clipper’s head coach, 
Andy Roesey on April 26th, president of the Clippers; culminating with a “ban for life” issued 
against Donald Sterling by the NBA Commissioner on April 29th. All statements made by the 
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Clippers organization can be found on the team’s official website. The Ravens, also used 
accommodative tactics when dealing with questions concerning player, Ray Rice and the videos 
that surfaced of him committing acts of domestic violence. The best example of this occurred on 
September 10, 2014 when the Ravens’ owner, Steve Bisciotti, issued a letter of apology, which 
can be found on the team’s official website and was also tweeted out that day. The Ravens have 
also invested heavily into help organizations for domestic violence victims, which can be 
considered compensation. After Rice’s termination, the organization also publicized a trade-in 
program for Ray Rice jerseys in which fans could trade in a Rice jersey for that of a different 
player. Target also issued accommodative responses to their crisis regarding a privacy breach of 
consumer’s credit cards. On December 20, 2013, then CEO of Target, Gregg Steinhafel released 
a statement on Target’s “Behind the Scenes” website that emphasized an effort to “right the 
wrong” and a commitment by Target to gain back the trust of its customers. Target’s response is 
also classically accommodative since compensation is an example of this type of response, and 
the company also offered its customer’s 10% off all shopping that weekend before the holiday, a 
definition example of compensation. Similar to Steve Bisciotti’s response, on January 13, 2014, 
Steinhafel released a full letter of apology which was posted on Target’s website and Facebook.  
 The only case in the sample that reacted in a defensive manner is SeaWorld in their 
response to the allegations made by the documentary Blackfish. In fact, every response by 
SeaWorld can be defined as a defensive strategy to refute the claims made against the 
organization. One of the first responses by SeaWorld was an open letter published on December 
20, 2013 on its website and in newspapers that systematically denied all the claims Blackfish had 
made against the organization. In the months after the initial documentary release, SeaWorld also 
began a social media campaign using the hashtag #SeaWorldCares and inviting people to join the 
“Truth Team” to stand up for the truth (and stand against Blackfish). These tactics can all be 
considered defensive. 
 
Crisis Response: CEO Visibility 
 
Table	  8	  

Organization CEO’s Visibility Time Between Crisis 
Announcement and 

First CEO 
Appearance 

Reoccurring 
Visibility 

Los Angeles Clippers Visible 17 days* No 
SeaWorld Invisible 1 year, 8 months No 

Baltimore Ravens Visible 7 days Yes 
Target Visible 1 day Yes 

 
 
*Because in the Clipper’s case, the CEO, Donald Sterling, was at the center of the crisis, the 
item used when coding was the visibility of the “interim CEO”, Dick Parsons, who held a press 
conference 3 days after his instillation and 17 days after the initial crisis break.  
 
 The Los Angeles Clippers, Baltimore Raves, and Target all used their respective CEOs to 
respond to each crisis being examined. The length of time between the initial break of the crisis 
and the CEO’s first address varied anywhere between one day (Target and CEO Gregg 
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Steinhafel) and 17 days (LA Clippers and Dick Parsons). The only organization to not use the 
face of their CEO as a spokesperson for the organization was SeaWorld. Almost two years later, 
in August of 2014, SeaWorld CEO Jim Atchinson made his first statements regarding the crisis 
to the Orlando Sentinel, stating, “We should have done more,” to fight the claims made by the 
documentary. He has since resigned from his position. An interesting discovery is that the CEOs 
of the LA Clippers, Target, and SeaWorld all resigned during the period of crisis or soon after. 
Raven’s owner, Steve Bisciotti, is the only CEO to remain during this study’s period of 
observation. 
 
Response on Internet: Within 24 Hours 
 

 
Table	  9	  

Organization Response via Internet Within 24 Hours 
Los Angeles Clippers Yes 

SeaWorld No 
Baltimore Ravens Yes* 

Target No 
 

 
*The Baltimore Ravens did respond to the crisis via Internet within 24 hours but it should be 
noted that it was by use of Traditional Media (a press conference) disseminated via Social Media 
(Facebook & Twitter) (see discussion).  
  
 Half of the organizations in the sample did respond on the internet within 24 hours. Andy 
Roesey, president of the Clippers, released a statement to media and on the Clipper’s official 
website one day after the initial clip was aired by TMZ. The Baltimore Ravens case was a little 
more complex because there was no statement from the organization after Ray Rice’s original 
arrest on February 15, 2014. However, when TMZ aired the video of Rice dragging Janay 
Palmer out of the elevator, the Ravens held a press conference with head coach, John Harbaugh. 
This press conference was then disseminated via the organization’s Facebook and Twitter posts. 
Target’s case was also complex since the period of the data breach took place over 2 weeks. It 
was not until news stories began to surface about the breach that Target official responded. 
KrebsOnSecurity officially broke the news on December 18, 2013. On December 19, 2013, 
Target issued a press release via its website and online media forms that “Target Confirms 
Unauthorized Access to Payment Card Data in US Stores”. 
 SeaWorld was the only organization not to respond online within 24 hours. Blackfish was 
first screened at the Sundance Film Festival on January 19, 2013 and was made publically 
available on August 19, 2013. On August 23, 2013, SeaWorld published statements concerning 
the documentary in magazine, Variety and on October 21, 2013, representatives from SeaWorld 
interviewed with CNN. The first Internet response from the organization was not until December 
20, 2013, 9 months after Blackfish was originally screened. 
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Discussion 
 
 Although all of the organizations selected handled their respective crises using a variety 
of communication methods, there were a few trends that appeared as data was being collected. 
All of the crises in the sample began at least a year ago.  Since most of the organizations crisis 
stories are not covered by news outlets anymore, they can be considered “recovered” from their 
respective crisis. However, SeaWorld continues to both be reported on and also is still actively 
defending their reputation. SeaWorld notably has the worst reputation post-crisis of all the 
organizations sampled.  

What went wrong with SeaWorld? The next sections will provide a description of the 
sample organization’s status and reputation post-crisis as well as an account of which crisis 
management strategies worked well against those used by SeaWorld, which did not work well. 
 
SeaWorld 
 

The most prevalent finding during the period of study was that SeaWorld was the 
organization to differ most in their responses to the crisis at hand. When all other organizations 
took an apologetic approach to addressing their consumers, SeaWorld took a defensive 
standpoint. Apologetic vs defensive response strategy had the biggest effect on the post-crisis 
reputation of the organization. It should be noted that while SeaWorld had an external locus of 
control, Target did as well, however, they took an accommodative response approach. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 1 is supported. Over a year after both crises, Target has a notably better reputation 
than does SeaWorld.  

Not only did they deny all claims made by Blackfish, SeaWorld began an aggressive 
public campaign to publicize the “humane” treatment of their Orcas. The use of the hashtag 
#SeaWorldCares, print ads asking people to visit AskSeaWorld.com, and television spots 
emphasizing their “humane treatment” of Orca whales have been a factor keeping them in the 
news. Using an aggressively defensive tactic has not only kept them in the public spotlight, but 
has also resulted in several lawsuits against the organization. As of April 28, 2015, just in the 
past 30 days, there have been two class-action lawsuits filed against SeaWorld for false 
advertising concerning the treatment of the Orcas (Brinkmann 2014). Another interesting note 
concerning these defensive responses is that they are still being produced more than two years 
after the initial screening of the documentary. As recently as the first week in April 2015, a new 
television advertisement aired on cable and online, and it features SeaWorld veterinarians 
showcasing the “thriving” whales that live at SeaWorld (Pedicini 2015). It is difficult to predict 
what the overall outcome will be of these ongoing campaigns. Considering while these 
campaigns have gone on while SeaWorld experiences the pending lawsuits, the drop in park 
attendance and in stock price, and calls by many animal-rights organizations for the park’s 
closure, it would seem that the future does not look too bright for SeaWorld. Although based on 
this research, the direct cause for this outcome cannot be determined.  There is certainly a 
correlation between the type of response and the post-crisis reputation. 
 
Los Angeles Clippers 
 

Although SeaWorld provides an example of using a campaign to defend the organization 
against the source of the crisis, there are more effective ways to use social media and hashtags. 



The Good, The Bad, & The Ugly: Crisis Management Across Industries  17 
 

The Clippers went through what can almost be defined as a rebranding by using a new motto and 
hashtag to unite its fans in light of the Donald Sterling crisis. “We Are One” appeared on the 
organization’s Facebook cover photo, in its tweets as a hashtag, and on t-shirts. Clippers fans 
used the hashtag to both voice their concerns over Donald Sterling, but also proclaim their 
allegiance to the organization. “We Are One” brought fans together at a time when many could 
have found a new NBA team to root for. This approach falls under an accommodative type of 
strategy, which served to bring fans together in the face of the organizational crisis. This again 
supports Hypothesis 1. 

It should be noted that the Clippers pulled back on the “We Are One” campaign about a 
month after the origin of the crisis. This is where using a formal campaign differs from 
SeaWorld to the Los Angeles Clippers. Whereas the Clippers were able to use the campaign to 
rebrand and unite consumers in the face of crisis and pull back as the media attention died down, 
SeaWorld continued to use their campaign years after the start of the crisis, which may be 
contributing to keep them under public scrutiny. A little over a year after being featured on 
SportsCenter and news outlets on a daily basis, the Clippers are no longer under public scrutiny 
for remarks made by its previous owner and any news concerning Donald Sterling is being 
reported without much mention of the team or organization itself.  
 
Target 
 

Another instance where SeaWorld clearly deviated from the other organizations in their 
handling of the crisis concerned the visibility of the CEO. All organizations used their CEO at 
one point or another to represent the organization in the face of a crisis relatively soon after the 
crisis began, aside from SeaWorld. Gregg Steinhafel, former CEO of Target, was more or less 
the first person to break the news of the hack on Target’s data. Steinhafel also released several 
more statements, including a letter of apology to Target customers. At the peak of the crisis, the 
Consumer Bankers Association estimated the costs of the crisis to be around $200 million and 
also resulted in mass layoffs (Clark 2014). However, nearly two years since the privacy breach, 
Target has been able to retain business and continues to be a retail giant. SeaWorld did not use 
their CEO, Jim Atchinson, to communicate to the public until more than a year after the crisis 
began in which he stated that the organization “should have done more to counter the anti-
captivity documentary” (Pedicini 2014). Although it cannot be concluded that SeaWorld would 
have come out of the crisis with different results should Atchinson have been more visible, 
considering the other cases, SeaWorld may have fared slightly better had they done so. Target’s 
use of their CEO at the very beginning of and throughout the crisis appears to have affected the 
organization’s reputation in a positive manner. Although Steinhafel eventually stepped down 
from his role, it is possible that the public respected Target’s use of their CEO to accept 
responsibility. Although they incurred a large amount of revenue loss, using their CEO as a 
spokesperson, in combination with the accommodative response Target took, allowed the 
company to retain its reputation and long-term customers. The Ravens also used CEO Steve 
Bisciotti throughout the Ray Rice crisis and also retained many of their fans (as discussed in the 
next paragraph). This supports Hypothesis 3 since these CEOs were visible at the beginning and 
throughout the crisis and came out of the crisis with a better reputation. 
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Baltimore Ravens 
 
 After the release of the second video featuring Ray Rice punching then-girlfriend Janay 
Palmer in an elevator, the Baltimore Ravens terminated Rice’s contract. Since that point, most 
news concerning Rice is discussed outside the frame of the Baltimore Ravens. However, 
between February 19th and September 9th, Rice was still an employee and representative of the 
organization affecting the reputation of the Baltimore Ravens during the crisis period and 
afterward. In light of the issues that the incident brought up concerning domestic violence in the 
NFL, the Baltimore Ravens have invested in organizations that help domestic violence victims. 
This is an accommodative response which, in combination with Steve Bisciotti’s letter of 
apology, contributed to the organizations’ faring of the crisis better than the organization that 
used a defensive strategy. Because the Ravens have not suffered any further ramification post-
crisis, this also supports Hypothesis 1.  
 
Further Discussion 
 

An unexpected finding was in the blending of traditional and social media tactics used to 
address the public. Blending is defined for the purposes of the study as the use of traditional 
media (press releases, press conferences, and official statements) disseminated through the 
organization’s Twitter handle or Facebook page. By using traditional media tactics, 
organizations were able to formally and thoroughly address the public as opposed to only posting 
to social media. By disseminating the traditional media piece through social media platforms, the 
organization can directly reach its consumers.  

Because Target is not usually in the headlines, its press conferences and releases reached 
customers best by their posting on Facebook and Twitter (see examples in Appendix). Using a 
blend not only communicates the message directly to the organization’s consumers, but it also 
avoids any reframing that may be done by outside media organizations airing a press conference 
or rephrasing the press release. Where the blending of traditional media and social media did not 
work smoothly for the organization was in the case of the Baltimore Ravens, in which the 
organization live-tweeted the first press conference with Ray Rice and his wife Janay 
(Appendix). Because it was live-tweeting, the posts were less planned and controlled and ended 
up drawing more attention to Rice’s insensitive statements made during the press conference. 
Overall, these findings do not support Hypothesis 2 which stated that social media is the best 
way to communicate to an audience (over traditional media and word or mouth). Rather, 
planned, sensitive, and purposeful social media posts of traditional media communications seem 
to be the best way to address a public in the case of a crisis.  

Another unexpected observation was the higher volume of communications for the 
athletics organizations. Both the Los Angeles Clippers and Baltimore Ravens were in-season at 
the peak of their respective crises and therefore were addressing the media on a frequent basis, 
even before the crisis break. In the middle of a crisis or not, professional sport organization’s 
staff, coaches, and players are featured in press conferences after games (higher amounts of 
traditional media). They also tend to have a higher volume of tweets and Facebook posts. These 
posts, however, are more planned and have more control over game-related content and crisis-
related content. Press conferences, though coaches may only want to talk about game-related 
content, usually resulted in reporters asking about the crisis. These players and coaches, whether 
planned or not, became spokespersons for the organization in the crisis during post-game press 
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conferences. The best example of using a game-related press conference to speak to crisis issues 
is the press conference before game 5 of the NBA Finals when LA Clipper’s head coach, Doc 
Rivers, commented on Donald Sterling’s ban for life saying, “I've been proud of the ownership 
throughout the league and I think we're all in a better place because of this” (Harper 2012). The 
opportunity to address the crisis presented itself during a public address set up for a different 
occasion. This is different from the press conferences held by Gregg Steinhefel, CEO of Target, 
which were planned for the specific purpose of addressing the crisis. The opportunity for the 
organization to address the crisis via preplanned methods, such as scheduled pre- or post-game 
press conferences, gave professional sports organizations a more natural avenue to communicate 
the sentiments and thoughts of the organization while faced with a crisis. This was the only 
major difference in response strategy found between sports, retail, and entertainment industries. 
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Conclusion 
 
 In conclusion, there are a few trends that emerged which can be used as 
recommendations for any organization facing a crisis in the future. The source of the crisis and 
locus of control really has no effect on the reputation of the organization afterward. However, 
organizations should be cognizant of the crisis origin and locus of control when planning their 
crisis management strategy. No matter the source, the way the organization handles the news in 
the next few days and months is what affects the outcome the most. The crisis information 
communication form can also vary across the board, using traditional media, social media, and/or 
word of mouth to communicate the crisis can turn out positively as long as all communications 
by the organization are planned and thoughtful. Organizations should use their CEO to 
communicate information to consumers during a crisis. It commands respect from those affected 
by the organization’s crisis. Though in almost all cases, the organization’s CEO resigned or was 
removed from his role.  The only organization that did not use their CEO to address the public 
until more than a year after the crisis break fared the worst post-crisis. Organizations should also 
address the crisis via the internet within 24 hours. Although the cases were split down the middle 
on this variable, it seems best to communicate the organization’s initial response in such a way 
that the media and average consumers alike have easy access to those statements. Lastly and 
perhaps most important suggestion for organizations in crisis is to use an accommodating 
response. This is where SeaWorld was clearly deviated from the rest of the organizations that 
survived their respective crises. Even if the organization is in the wrong, issuing an apology or 
compensating consumers is the best approach for managing a crisis. 
 
Further Research Suggestions 
  

Further research should be done to test these recommendations in a quantifiable manner. 
A suggestion for a follow-up study would be to survey public opinion toward organizations 
experiencing a crisis that indicates feelings toward the organization before and after the crisis 
and intent to purchase from the organization after the crisis. It is difficult to say what 
organizations will be facing crises in the future, but research should continue to use real cases of 
organizational crises when studying how to manage the crises best.  
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Appendix 
 

An example of Target’s use of CEO, Gregg Steinhafel, to address the public. This was also a 
form of compensation since he was offering guests 10% all purchases for the holiday weekend. 

 

 
Image 1 

 
Another example of compensation, this one on behalf of the Baltimore Ravens in which they 

advertised a jersey-exchange program on Facebook and Twitter. 
 

	  
Image	  2 
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Image	  3 

An example from the live-tweeting of Ray Rice’s press conference on May 23, 2014. The tweets 
from the Raven’s official Twitter handle we re-tweeted in a negative light; an example of social 

media use that hurts the organization’s reputation post-crisis. 
 

 
Image 4 

An example of an organization’s use of a social media campaign to address a crisis. The use of 
the “We Are One” campaign by the Los Angeles Clippers brought fans together in the wake of 

the crisis caused by owner, Donald Sterling’s, comments. 
 

	  
Image	  5 
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Examples of SeaWorld’s defensive response strategies. Image 2 and 3 are taken from 
SeaWorldCares.com and provide the press release that was aforementioned. It allows website 
visitors to “share” the letter on Facebook, Twitter, or e-mail. This is an example of blending 

traditional and new media. 

 
Image 6 

 
Image 7 
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An example of SeaWorld’s use of social media campaigning as a defensive strategy against 
claims made by Blackfish. 

 
Image 8 

Another example of SeaWorld’s defensive strategy – this is a link on SeaWorldCares.com that 
leads to a document that minute-by-minute denies claims made by Blackfish. 

	  
Image	  9 
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Examples of Word of Mouth crisis communication by fans/protesters. Images 10 and 11 are 
from LA Clippers games during the Donald Sterling crisis and images 12 and 13 are from the 

ongoing protests outside of SeaWorld parks. 
 

	  
Image	  10 

 
 

	  
Image	  11 
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Image	  12 

 
 

	  
Image	  13 
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