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ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN CRISIS COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS CONTEXT: A STUDY WITH INDIAN
EXAMPLES

CATHERINE MARY MATHEW
ASST. PROFESSOR
SCMS SCHOOL OF TECHNOLOGY & MANAGEMENT
MUTTOM

ABSTRACT
The rise of social media has brought an increasingly open and transparent environment, where everyone can share thoughts and opinions with other people. This
new world creates new opportunities and challenges in many fields. One of these is in the field of crisis management and crisis communication in particular. This
paper explores the role of social media during crisis in the business context by citing examples from Indian companies. It tries to highlight the changes in crisis
communications and in particular how social media can be a beneficial tool. The paper also tries to find what is important for companies concerning crisis manage-
ment. This resulted in findings that companies need to monitor social media, need to be quick in replying and to reply in a human, non-corporate voice. It is well
important to have a crisis plan and a crisis response team which is also responsible for crisis management and communication in social media.

KEYWORDS

crisis communication, crisis management, social media.

INTRODUCTION
n the era of wide media coverage and increase in the amount of people’s sensitivity to public issues, every company employee has to know how to com-
Zj municate during crisis situations. A crisis can be simply defined as a situation which has undesirable effects on an organization. Crisis communication is the
communication between an organization and the public during, after or before the critical event (Fearn-Banks, 2007). Having an effective crisis communica-
tion system is important for effective management because at the time of a crisis, information resources may not be easily available, there will be a pressure to
respond to the situation and every stakeholder will demand an answer. With the widespread usage of social media by individuals as well as organizations, at the
outset of a crisis you are more vulnerable to questions from every possible corner through social media. Due to high stress levels during crisis situations people
tend to get incorrect and contradictory information.
This paper focuses on the role of social media in crisis communication with special reference to crisis situations in business. The researcher tries to reach at findings
regarding good and bad practices of crisis communication through social media.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The study is conceptual in nature and is completely based on the secondary data and the observations of the researcher. The researcher has tried to focus on the
concept of utilizing social media for crisis communication and has tried to compile examples of the same in the Indian context.

CRISIS MANAGEMENT AND CRISIS COMMUNICATION

Crisis can come in different shapes. It could for instance be an accident, a scandal of some kind, or a product safety incident. More specifically crisis can take the
form of a bribery scandal, a hostile takeover, a product recall, mean rumors, or an environmental spill, and so forth. Crisis management is broadly defined as an
organization’s pre-established activities and guidelines for preparing and responding to significant catastrophic events or incidents (i.e., fires, earthquakes, severe
storms, workplace violence, kidnappings, bomb threats, acts of terrorism, etc.) in a safe and effective manner. If an organization prepares for the ‘worst-case
scenario’, then it can handle other situations as well. To go deeper regarding the effectiveness in crisis management means to understand if operations can
continue to run at an acceptable level, or if they can be quickly taken up again.

Crisis communication is important for an organization because it helps to improve the brand image of the company after a crisis situation, gain the trust of the
customers, get support from employees, sustain and grow in the industry after the crisis and to avoid misconceptions and misunderstandings.

SOCIAL MEDIA AND CRISIS COMMUNICATION

The importance of crisis communication is much higher than ever because of the amount of information available to the people on the Internet (Gonzales & Smith,
2008). As news spreads quickly on the web and social media, organizations are at a potential risk because it has become hard for them to hide potential bad news.
During crisis it is important for organizations to communicate their values and identities in order to stand out and differentiate themselves from competitors. It
also helps to have a credible relationship with stakeholders.

HOW TO EFFECTIVELY COMMUNICATE THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA IN CRISIS SITUATIONS

1.  Apologize - The public does not expect individuals or organizations to be perfect, but they do expect them to regret their errors. Apology is the first step
toward forgiveness. Be swift and sincere.

2.  Take responsibility - Acknowledgement of wrongdoing is essential for the public to hear, but it has legal consequences. Corporate attorneys will advise against
admitting responsibility.

3. Pay to fix it - Mistakes are costly, but nothing is more expensive to an organization than losing its good standing in the eye of the public. Honorable organi-
zations do not hesitate to recall a potentially dangerous product, or initiate a clean-up. Willingly paying to rectify errors helps avoid subsequent lawsuits and
loss of public trust.

4.  Take steps to ensure it will not happen again - There will be no going back to ‘business as usual’ in the aftermath of a crisis. To diffuse the negativity, let the
public know how the organization feels about what has happened, and what actions it is taking to remedy the cause.

5. Bethe first to break the bad news - The story will come out. If others tell it first you will be accused of a cover-up.

6.  Put people ahead of everything else - As an example of what not to do, recall the first public statement from the chairman of Union Carbide after the Bhopal
tragedy: ‘l would just like to reassure the shareholders...” Be prepared to demonstrate human concern or you will be charged with inhumanity and irrespon-
sibility.

7.  Highest-ranking members of the organization must appear and respond early - It is crucial in crisis recovery for the public to see the CEO take personal charge
of the aftermath.

8.  Provide frequent updates - The media will fill any information void with whatever they can find.

9.  Supply background information - The media will appreciate photos, diagrams, descriptions of any chemicals involved, and basic information about the com-
pany and employees, it will help them get the story right, and they will know that your organization wants to cooperate and communicate

10. Never, ever mislead or lie to the public - answer ‘no comment’.
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EXAMPLES OF CRISIS COMMUNICATION THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA IN THE INDIAN CONTEXT

1.  FLIPKART AND THE BIG BILLION SALE

E -commerce giant Flipkart’s biggest marketing initiative ‘The Big Billion Day Sale’ on October 6, 2014, offering huge discounts and aggressively promoted for
several days, turned out to be a huge disappointment for the rush of online shoppers as products were not available, servers crashed and social media was filled
with stories of dropped orders of ‘Flopkart’. Customers were not able to cash in on the promised shopping bonanza despite spending a lot of time trying to place
orders.

Flipkart co-founders Sachin Bansal and Binny Bansal who claimed to have created e-commerce history with sales of US $ 100 million in 10 hours, were quick to
send an email apology to every customer the very next day, accepting that the customer experience was less than pleasant and that Flipkart did not live up to the
promise it made. They claimed responsibility, apologized and promised to work on the issues and regain its reputation for customer service excellence. It was a
quick, credible action from top management.

Soon thereafter, Flipkart began strengthening its quality assurance team and improving its organizational structure. It also began working with companies providing
cloud-based technology solutions to handle the massive traffic increases on days of big sales. The Big Billion Sale has continued every year and the company did
not have to face a crisis of the same magnitude in the later years.

2. ALLEN SOLLY, MADURA FASHION AND LIFESTYLE, ADITYA BIRLA NUVO LTD.

Allen Solly is Madura Fashion’s professional dressing brand, competing with Blackberry and Van Heusen. It provides trendy, youth-centric quality professional
wear. Due to its brand positioning, the company maintains a very active social media presence as well.

When B.G. Mahesh, Managing Director of Oneindia spotted a typo- ‘Comming Soon’, on an Allen Solly hoarding in a mall at Bangalore, he immediately tweeted a
picture to his 10 000 followers online. Allen Solly reacted quickly and thanked him for bringing this error to their notice. But the company wasn’t done.

Two days later, Allen Solly came up with an innovative, humble and humorous apology for Mr. Mahesh. In a tweet, with him tagged, the company posted a picture
of a ruled school notebook saying, ‘We will not spell Coming Soon as Comming Soon.’” By bringing in a humble apology everyone could relate to, they owned up to
their mistake, and even added a funny twist to it. This social media move caught so many eyeballs that Twitter India added this conversation to their deck as a
case study.

3. SNAPDEAL AND HINDUSTAN UNILEVER LTD.

In November 2014, Lakshminarayan Krishnamurthy, a Mumbai resident, ordered a Samsung Core Duos phone as a Diwali gift from Snapdeal. What he received
was a Samsung package with a bar of Vim soap and half a brick. When he couldn’t contact the online shopping platform’s customer service, he decided to get on
to social media and posted a picture of his delivery. Krishnamurthy’s post soon went viral on Facebook with more than 20,000 users slamming Snapdeal for
defrauding a customer. Snapdeal got in touch with Krishnamurthy, explained that the problem had resulted from a fault with an external courier company, apol-
ogized and refunded the amount he had paid.

Hindustan Unilever, which had at that time recently started investing in its digital media team to cut down advertising costs, stepped in and stepped up. The
company sent Krishnamurthy a package that contained the phone he had originally ordered, two bottles of Vim liquid soap and a letter. In one shot, the company
empathized with Krishnamurthy and grabbed an excellent opportunity to promote Vim.

In a letter to Krishnamurthy, Vim noted, ‘The pictures you posted online show that our brand was used in this incident. Vim is one of our iconic brands with some
great consumer franchise. We felt bad about it, not to mention what you went through. Here is a small gesture from our side to cheer you up.’

4. AIRINDIA

Air India's response to a viral video which shows its insensitivity to customers highlights the brand's pathetic online reputation management. The national carrier
was taken by surprise when a video showing a passenger, due to give her exam the following day, pleading with Air India staffers as they refuse to allow her to
board the flight as she was five minutes late, had gone viral. The passenger who arrived at the T2 International Terminal of the Chhatrapati Shivaji International
Airport (CSIA) for a Mumbai-Delhi flight was seen justifying her reason for late check-in by saying that ‘they had received wrong information from a travel website’s
message’.

The video was uploaded on Valentine’s Day by another passenger Shivendra Namdeo. It being a weekend and with fans busy supporting India-Pakistan World Cup
cricket match, the video started gaining attention only at the start of the week. Initially picked up by online portals, later the video became a talking point on
almost every portal. In few days the video fetched more than 1.3 Million views on Facebook, Namdeo’s Facebook post has been shared more than 50,000 times.
To battle the negative sentiments on social media, Air India posted two tweets about the video on the 17th stating that it is distressed at the video that shows its
staff in poor light and that the matter is being examined. However, the carrier had no response for the customer grievance.

5.  UNILEVER AND KODAIKANAL MERCURY TOXIC WASTE ISSUE

A response from Unilever came after social media users bombarded Unilever's communication channels, questioning them on its alleged failure to clean up mer-
cury contamination in Kodaikanal, an issue which is dated to 15 years ago. They alleged that company had dumped its industrial waste contaminated with mercury
on the land behind its factory and had not taken responsibility for the damages caused. A social media campaign against the company achieved momentum after
Chennai-born rapper Sofia Ashraf's song ‘Kodaikanal won't’, which took on the company, went viral on the internet. Four days after the rap song that took a swipe
at Unilever for its failure to curb mercury poisoning in Kodaikanal became a social media hit, the company responded to the concerns about its former factory.

In a press release published on its website, Unilever said that it 'continues to take the issue very seriously and it’s one we are keen to see resolved'. Listing several
'expert studies' that have been conducted since the factory’s closure, Unilever claimed that its 'former employees did not suffer ill-health due to the nature of
their work'. The company assured that it will 'continue to act in a transparent and responsible manner regarding this matter' and have asked all the NGOs, employee
representatives and legal representatives to come together and agree on an outcome.

CONCLUSION

Companies need to monitor social media, to be able to respond quickly to any upcoming crisis. It is important that this response is adapted, to the channel,
meaning that it should not be the same message as given to, for example, traditional media in a press release. The response should also be given in a friendly and
human way. In social media people want to get a human response and not hear a corporate voice. A crisis plan, crisis response team and a main responsible for
crisis management in social media are important parts for successful crisis management and crisis communication. The companies have to learn how to listen
across platforms for issues and what their customers truly want. The responses should be directed from the top management. A company culture has to be created
that leads to successful resolution of crisis through social media.
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