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»« Bankruptcy is often referred to

as the “B” word, but good things can
emerge from it. By Crazg McGuire

he ROI for PR is never greater than in times of finan-
I cial crisis. That is, if you have the right resources in

place for when the sky starts falling.

Take Oneida, one of the world’s largest marketers of flat-
ware. The company isn’t an upstart, nor is it plagued by cor-
porate shenanigans. It's a company that’s been around
forever, and found itself suffocating under debt.

In March 2006, with speculation swirling as to who would
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doesn't stand for “bad”

gobble it up, Oneida stunned the Street by announcing it
would not surrender. Instead, it formulated a recapltallza
tion plan, filing for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection.

The linchpin was the communications program, hammered
out by Gavin Anderson MD Richard Mahony, that launched
the instant the filing hit.

“Uncertainty is the enemy that can quickly destroy a busi-
ness,” hewarns. “You can’t let abankruptcy run through the
rumor mill or have your audiences read about it in the paper.
They must hear it directly from the company.”

But the message should be nuanced. What Oneida told ana-
lysts was not exactly what it told employees, Mahony says.
While such a plan must be factually consistent, messaging

has to make sense for evervone for it to resonate.
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first to break the bad news and
keep your audiences informed
W Try to get all the facts,even
ones execs may still be hiding
® Show them where you're right,
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up. Constantly refine your plan

Mahony says Oneida is “moving through the Chapter 11
process quickly and expects to emerge in early August.”

Because the “b” word usually sends many screaming for
their brokers, communications in response to bankruptcy
can be applied to most other financial crises, too. And the
first rule is to keep everyone in the loop.

“Quite often, PR pros are the last to know when any crisis
is on the horizon,” says Shakira Brown, chair of the finan-

cial communications section of the PRSA and PR manager

of Rothstem Kass CPA.
f action for any cnsis is to mvcsngatc the
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down to them,” he adds. “In many cases, company finance
leaders are hesitant to pass along the information necessary
to tell the story.”

But not everyone stays silent. When Delta filed for bank-
ruptcy last | it e-mailed millions of people to say it
was business as usual. And when the Winn -Dixie grocery
chain went Chapter 11 last February, it launched an FAQ sec-
tion on its Web site outlining the effects on various audiences.

“When facing financial
crises, big splashy ads
won't get the job done”

~Michael Freitag
Partner
Kekst & Company

“When facing financial crises, big splashy ads and elaborate
campaigns won't get the job done,” says Michael Frei
partner, Kekst & Company. “Ywnwdmpkuﬂmxm

messaging, posted somewhere that is easy to find.

“[And] rather than just saying everything is OK, show
them,” he adds. “Maintain, or even accelerate, your PR pro-
grams. Don’t hold back product launches. Announce award
wins. Let them know you still have a viable business.”

Petri Darby, presxdent of Houston-based DarbyDarnit
Public Relations, was recently hired by the Arizona Students
Association (ASA), a statewide advocacy group. A few
months prior, its executive director had swiped $200,000.
VﬁththeAnzonaattomygmml abouttoamouncc
investigation, the group was in trouble, especially as it
eachschoolsappmvaltogctmbudgetfromstudcmddh's

Darby put the interim executive director in touch with a

nonprofit fiscal-management specialist, arranged for board
training, anddevebpedacommmucanons plan.
“Successfully navigating a crisis hinges upon a strong part-
nership between legal and PR counsel,” Darby says. “You
may win in the courtroom, but if you don’t take into account
the court of public opinion, you can still end up losing.”
The ASA got through the issue in one media cycle, she says.
Lastly, it's not what to say, but how and when to say it. Har-
lan Loeb, head of litigation communications for Finan
cs(whommrrmtl g communications at
tail- cndofthemothemfallbankmptm thehquxlaﬁm .

hesays. Bemwecrmms,dtbanlmlptcymmmdf' -
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