
Boosting the digital  
arsenal

Bing Crosby may have dreamed of 
a white Christmas, but the snow this 
winter was a nightmare for anyone 
travelling. Naturally patience was 
short and the demand for instant, 
accurate information was high. 
Airlines and airports across Europe 
took a pounding from the public 
and politicians as they struggled to 
cope.

The challenges they faced 
exemplify the speed with which 
social media convey, amplify 
and/or distort information about 
an issue or crisis as it unfolds. 
This underscores the need for 
organisations to be able to manage 
their responses in real time.

Easy as it is to dismiss Twitter as a 
limited circular among audiences 
whose opinion is already set, 
the fact is that the relationships 
between social media are porous 

and expansive, and an item that 
initially appears before a very 
restricted audience can easily 
increase its exposure exponentially.

Like most consultants, we urge 
our clients to be prepared. We 
research their risks and we help 
them manage against them 
through planning, training and 
real-time issues management. 
We examine a client’s online 
vulnerabilities and we train them to 
neutralise a situation through multi-
channel response mechanisms. 
In today’s environment, this no 
longer means just advising on 
message formulation. It also means 
developing the content in the form 
of copy, video or rich media and 
controlling the speed, reach and 
impact of digital.  

Many organisations still suffer from 
an inadequate online presence or 

lack digital preparedness, the pain 
of which is felt in a crisis. Readiness 
is often half the battle. Having a 
dark site ready is wise, but this is just 
one aspect of the digital arsenal.  In 
addition, the client needs to own 
the digital channels, have earned an 
existing audience and be at the ready 
with content.  

Organisations must now realise that 
they are also broadcasters. The web 
provides an unparalleled opportunity 
for companies and others to be 
proactive, or at least immediately 
reactive, to put a human face on a 
problem and show that it is being 
addressed.  

It makes it far easier for CEOs to 
demonstrate their leadership without 
those awful moments of the past 
when CEOs were AWOL just when 
they should have been a reassuring 
presence. Similarly, if they aren’t 

In today’s environment, controlling the speed, 
reach and impact of digital is essential.

«THOUGHTWORKS» Series #1 | essay #2

Rod Clayton  
EVP, Head of Issues and  
Crisis Communications & Co-Head  
of Corporate Communications
rclayton@webershandwick.com

John Evans
Director, Head of Corporate  
Digital, Europe
jevans@webershandwick.com



Weber Shandwick is a leading 
global public relations agency 
with offices in 74 countries around 
the world. The firm’s success is 
built on its deep commitment 
to client service, creativity, 
collaboration and harnessing the 
power of Advocates – engaging 
stakeholders in new and creative 
ways to build brands and 
reputation. 
 
Weber Shandwick has been 
named Global Agency of the 
Year for two years in a row by 
The Holmes Report and was 
recognised as Public Relations 
Agency of the Year in Europe at 
the 2010 International Business 
Awards. The London office 
won PR Lions at the 2009 and 
2010 Cannes Lions International 
Advertising Festivals.

«THOUGHTWORKS» SeRieS #1 | eSSay #2

around for comment, they must 
realise that there is an unforgiving 
audience who will be quick to 
judge.

One thing that everyone recognises 
in social media is the sheer speed.  
For some large, traditionally 
organised firms, this remains a 
dramatic and dangerous problem.  
They are not geared to speedy 
comms. They have processes and 
those processes must be followed.  
Yet the four minutes between Tweet 
and primetime are not catered for 
by such processes. We suggested 
incorporating a social media 
element in a crisis simulation for 
one such company only to be told 
that there was no point, as their 
processes would not allow them 
to address social media quickly; it 
would not just take more than four 
minutes, it would take 24 hours.  

When processes are that crippling, 
it is actually no longer just a comms 
challenge, it is an operational risk.

In addition to speed, tone is vital.  
It has to be genuine, it must be 
engaging and, while it is sensible 
to conciliate where possible, there 
are times when it is vital to correct 
misinformation and stand firm on 
positions already taken. Writing 
things for the record is not enough.  
Social media are precisely that – 
social. So comms need to engage 
an audience and be believable, 
whether or not they are popular.

Digital comms are not a tactic.  
They should be part of the fabric of 
any organisation’s comms strategy, 
embedded across all channels. In a 
crisis, where opinions and emotions 
can change at the click of a mouse, 
digital can make all the difference.
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