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Ethical Breaches: 

How PR Professionals Can Guide 

Organizations in Response 

to a Crisis



We can learn from the Ancient 

Greeks

“Day by day, what you choose, what you 
think and what you do is who you become.”

Heraclitus (circa 535-475 BCE)

“We are what we repeatedly do.”

Aristotle (circa 384-322 BCE)



eth·ics ˈeTHiks/ noun.

moral principles that govern a person's 

behavior or the conducting of an activity.



Top Four Ethical Breaches

Misusing Company Time

Abusive Behavior

Lying

Violating Internet Policies



When does an ethical breach risk 

becoming a crisis?



Considerations:
 Is there escalating intensity?

 Does it risk coming under scrutiny?

 Will it interfere with normal business 
operations?

 Will it jeopardize our public image or 
bottom line?

 Is it a non-routine event?

 Does it risk undesired visibility?

 Would that undesired visibility threaten 
reputational damage?



“When written in Chinese, the word ‘crisis’ is composed of 

two characters. One represents danger and the other 

represents opportunity.” – John F. Kennedy

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Chinese_word_for_crisis.svg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Chinese_word_for_crisis.svg


Crisis…just to name a few
 Uber, Uber and more Uber

 United Airlines…drags a passenger off 
the airplane

 Equifax Data breach

 Harvey Weinstein…Matt Lauer…Charlie 
Rose… Bill O’Reilly, Kevin Spacey, Al 
Franken and the list goes on and on

 Facebook



Why do PR professionals need to be mindful 
when addressing reputational crisis?

“It takes 20 years to build a reputation and 
five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, 

you’ll do things differently.” 

-- Warren Buffett



Basic Questions…

The first thing we have to ask ourselves: 

What is the issue? 

What problem are we trying to solve? 

Who cares about it?



Some of the fundamentals

 Audience and message

 Stakeholder analysis

 “Golden hour” of crisis response and “first 

mover advantage”

 The “voice of the crisis”

 Scenario planning



Stakeholders

Power
Legitimacy

Urgency



Ask the right questions about your 

stakeholders…how they influence you (and 

you them) and your outcome…



Think like a Stakeholder



 What is their interest / how will they be 

impacted and how much?

 What is the benefit of their engagement to you?

 What is the benefit to the stakeholder of their 

engagement?

 What is their level of influence over the 

outcome?

 What is their level of influence over other 

stakeholders?

 https://webtoolkit.govt.nz/guidance/online-engagement/planning-your-online-engagement/identifying-your-stakeholders-and-their-needs/



 What is their history of engagement?

 What do you think is their likely level of 

support?

 What do you need from them?

 What do they need from you?

 What is the risk of engaging / not 

engaging with them? Barriers?

 Who else is engaging with them and their 

impact?



http://trytry2332.blogspot.com/
http://trytry2332.blogspot.com/


What is the biggest change in 

crisis?













“Truth to tell…tell it early, tell it all and tell it 

yourself.”

-- Lanny J. Davis, Clinton White House 

spokesperson



“Tell me what you pay attention to and I will 

tell you who you are.”

-- Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset



http://newageselfhelp.com/main/personal-values-education-knowing-what-you-need-and-how-to-get-it
http://newageselfhelp.com/main/personal-values-education-knowing-what-you-need-and-how-to-get-it


The Voice of the Crisis:  

Does it Matter?



An extraordinary example 

“Voice” of the Crisis

 https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-

way/2017/09/29/554458065/you-should-be-outraged-

air-force-academy-head-tells-cadets-about-racism-on-

campu

https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/09/29/554458065/you-should-be-outraged-air-force-academy-head-tells-cadets-about-racism-on-campu


https://www.shutterstock.com/search/thank+you+in+different+languages
https://www.shutterstock.com/search/thank+you+in+different+languages

