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We live in a social age, and whether or not your brand is on
social media, your consumers are. They are continuously
sharing their good and bad experiences about your brand
or service. While every brand would love consumers saying
good things about them, most brands are not prepared to
deal with negative feedback. If ignored, that can soon spiral
into a crisis.
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This book seeks to aid brand and business owners in structuring organizations to be crisis-ready. We discuss the creation
of a crisis squad and a crisis playbook, envisioning various
scenarios that can occur and what the brand’s response
should be. We recommend preventive measures that can
save brands from social embarrassment, and social listening
strategies that can alert organizations to a problem before it
becomes a crisis. When all else fails and a crisis is at hand, the
focus shifts to executing the playbook, turning the conversation around leveraging evangelists and influencers. Once the
crisis has ended, it’s time to audit the playbook and close the
gaps, as well as evaluate financial or reputational damage
done to the brand and quickly recover.
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The objective of this book is to help brand owners evaluate their organization’s crisis readiness, take measures to
prevent crises where possible, build a crisis plan to respond
when the inevitable happens, leverage technology to gain
actionable insights in time, every time, and finally master the
craft of storytelling to turn the conversation in their favor. We
hope that you learn from the several examples highlighted
in this book and develop a crisis-ready organization by using
the tools mentioned here.
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Disclaimer: The views expressed in the book are the authors’
own and do not reflect those of the organizations that the
authors are currently associated with.
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Venke Sharma
Hushidar Kharas

the age of crisis
“Sometimes you need
a little crisis to get
your adrenaline flowing.”
—Jeannette Walls, The Glass Castle
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In September 2003, a consumer found worms in a bar of
Cadbury chocolate in Akurdi, Pune, India. A week later, the
same thing happened in Mumbai, and the consumer complained to the Maharashtra Food and Drug Authority (FDA)
commissioner. On October 2, the chief chemist at the State
Food Laboratory declared that the chocolates were insect
infested and unfit for eating. This was followed by the discovery of insect/fungus-infected chocolates in Nagpur and
Bangalore in the next 30 days.
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The news media picked up the story on October 3, and over
the next two months, the story appeared in about 1,000 news
clips and 120 TV news mentions. Cadbury’s initial response
was poor; it claimed that its manufacturing process was
infallible and blamed the retailer for improper storage. The
FDA countered by stating that airtight packaging was also
the company’s responsibility. Realizing that the issue was
spiraling into a discussion about irresponsible MNCs, the
company got its act together. It launched new, dual-layered
packaging including a metallic polyflow cover. It also
launched “Vishwas” (trust), a retailer education program
covering 190,000 points of sale in key states.
The Age of Crisis
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At the same time, its public relations (PR) team went into
war mode, ensuring that every news article about the issue
contained a quote from the brand about what it was doing
to solve the problem. Three months later, it launched an ad
campaign featuring Bollywood celebrity Amitabh Bachchan,
addressing the issue head on by highlighting the new packaging and reassuring consumers. While the company did
experience a 4% drop in market share and a 37% decline in
net profit for the year, it regained its dominant 70% market
share six months after the incident.
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In December 2013, Justine Sacco, the communications
director of InterActive Corp., made a tasteless Twitter
joke linking AIDS and race, before getting on a flight from
London to her family home in South Africa. The tweet—
“Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding.
I’m white!”—was an attempt at humor, albeit about an
extremely sensitive subject, especially in the land of her
birth. When she landed 11 hours later, she was the number
one Twitter trend in the world, with 10,000+ tweets in a
matter of hours. The tweet had gone viral on Twitter and
BuzzFeed, and her company was in damage-control mode
in the middle of the holiday season. InterActive responded
quickly, first by communicating that the employee was
mid-air and therefore unreachable and then by taking the
action of firing her as soon as she landed. The company
went largely unscathed, but it took Justine two years to get
her life back together.

The Indestructible Brand
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On May 20, 2015, the Food Safety and Standards Authority of
India (FSSAI) ordered Nestle India to recall Maggi noodles
after tests at the Central Food Laboratory in Kolkata, India,
showed a higher than permissible amount of lead. The company refuted the charge and initially stated that the packets
which had been tested were over a year old and had been
The Age of Crisis
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kept open for a long time, making them invalid for testing.
Over the next 48 hours, the ban was discussed 15,000 times on
social media by concerned consumers and pranksters alike;
2-minute jokes abounded. The company responded using its
official Twitter handle on May 21, stating that no recall had
been ordered, with a link to a press release that refuted the
recall. The release also stated that the company was “aware
of reports about elevated lead levels” but did not refute these
reports. It merely stated that the company regularly monitored
for lead as part of its stringent quality control processes.
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Over the next 10 days, there were 20,000 more mentions
of the issue, with no additional information offered by
the brand. On June 1, the brand began to reply to individual consumer queries, starting with Bollywood actress
Madhuri Dixit, sharing data from new tests that showed
that Maggi was safe. It also replied to and re-tweeted
statements from consumers supporting the brand but
refrained from taking the issue head on and refuting the
lead-level findings.
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Eventually, on June 4, 2015, the company was forced to
execute a country-wide recall, citing unfounded reports
and reiterating that the product was safe for everyone.
On June 16, it proceeded to destroy 30,000 tonnes of Maggi,
again stating that it put its consumer’s interests first and
it wanted to eliminate any shadow of a doubt. During
this time, there were additional 150,000 social mentions
of the crisis. The company put out a continuous flow of
information on its website and social media handles and
continued to respond to consumers. By early July, it was
evident that there was nothing wrong with the product.
Food authorities in Britain, Canada, and Singapore, as well
as state labs in Karnataka had certified that Maggi was
safe. On August 13, the Bombay High Court lifted the ban
on Maggi, and by November, it was back on the shelves.
At a financial level, Maggi’s market share declined from
77% in January 2015 to 44% in January 2016, and Nestle
India’s stock price went down from `7,000 on May 19, 2015,
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to `5,500 on June 8, 2015. As of April 24, 2017, the share
price was hovering at `6305.
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Nestle’s response to the crisis did not differ significantly
from Cadbury’s. It refuted the charges, took relatively quick
action on the ground, and communicated regularly with
the consumer (except for the 10-day gap between May
21 and June 1). The one major thing it could have done
differently was to take the issue head on, instead of saying things like “we’re aware of reports” or “we are yet to
receive official notice.” The results, however, were dramatically different. Nestle suffered much larger financial
losses, and the incident allowed competitors to capture
precious market share. More importantly, it allowed a
trust deficit to develop amidst the consumers of a cult
brand, when there was nothing really wrong with the
product. The difference between the two was created by
the phenomenon that we call social media. While Nestle
was waiting for official communication from government
agencies, or results from independent tests, it was being
tried in the court of public opinion.
The point we’re trying to make is that crises are not a new
phenomenon. What has changed is the rate of dispersion
and the dynamics between consumer expression, mass
media, and government action. Given the current distrust of
mass media (especially in India), there is a disproportionate
amount of power being vested on social platforms, with very
little responsibility. Online news picks up stories from social,
The Indestructible Brand
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and TV news picks up stories from online news. It can all go
downhill very quickly, if timely and direct action is not taken.
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Varied opinions exist about whether or not this is a good
thing for society, but that’s beside the point. Whether we
like it or not, social is here to stay; it can have tremendous impact on critical business metrics including market
share, stock price, and regulatory action. Social media
may not be an essential part of your marketing mix, but
social listening and crisis preparedness are critical for
every organization, whether directly facing consumer or
not. Chiefs of respective functions (CXOs), marketers,
corporate communication teams, and advertising and PR
professionals need to reexamine their ways of working to
become crisis-ready.
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