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Abstract 
 

"You can not communicate": everyone involved in communication can refer to the first 
and fundamental concept or Watzlavick’s axiom. Communication, a key factor in the 
organizational daily life, assumes fundamental importance during the crisis. Many scholars 
have been studied crisis situations and proposed practical framework for stabilizing, than 
mastering, an unanticipated crisis, but the importance of communication is often 
underestimated and overlooked as a minor factor in the crisis. 

 
Communication during the crisis is therefore only a “routine” to stakeholders or may be a 

growth factor for the company? 
 
The aim of this paper is to try to provide an affirmative response to this question and for 

this purpose we'll adopt a qualitative approach by means of a case study method in particular. 
 

Introduction 
 

Whatever attitude adopted by individuals is communication. At the base of 
communications there is a message which must be transmitted and received, and the meaning 
that the sender wants to give his message must be equal to that which gives the receiver when 
it is received. The previous sentence may at first seem trivial and obvious but this is not when 
you consider the effects of different interpretations of the same message sent to communicate 
a crisis situation within a company. 

 
Corporate communication can be defined (Morelli, 2002) as the set of communication 

processes that a company formed for the purpose of influencing the attitudes of external 
stakeholders and especially the internal ones. Communication is the main management task 
(Morelli, 2002) who has responsibility for strategic planning of corporate communications, 
defining objectives, stakeholders and resources. Often this task is entrusted to specialists who 
in turn evaluate the consequences of any type of communication not only in terms of outside 
image, but in particular the reactions that you may have within the company. In a the actual 
era characterized by dynamism and changes the firm is confronted with circumstances not 
previously suffered, in which the communication is one of the success and survival key 
factors.  

 
Mitroff (1997) argues that the question that every organization should ask is not whether it 

will (ever) deal with a crisis but what kind of crisis to expect and when and how it will 
happen. But what we mean when we use the word crisis? Some researchers (Barton, Banks, 
Gironda) argue that there is a crisis when the acts in question are characterized by two 
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fundamental aspects: the uniqueness of the critical event and the outside negative effect. 
Apart all the negative aspects, the crisis may also have some positive results? Not 
surprisingly, the term "crisis", coming from Greek, means "turning point" or even "radical 
change". Thanks to a crisis can demolish the structures now "too established" give way to a 
lean organization, strong and future-oriented. The fundamental factor is communication.  

 
After giving an overview of the types of crises that can threaten the survival of business 

and defined the communication and the objective of this work will be to try to make a 
contribution on how a good communication in crisis situations can be growth element for the 
company. 

 
The Crisis 

 
The crisis is an extraordinary event whose occurrence and whose visibility outside threaten 

to produce a negative effect on the organization and its reputation, its goods and services, its 
employees and other strategic stakeholders and, ultimately, its financial results (Barton, 1993; 
Fearn-Banks, 1996; Gironde, 2001b).The meaning of the term “crisis” is the result of the 
different meanings given to that term over the centuries, from the ancient world. In ancient 
greek "krisis means decision, choice, and indicates, therefore, a mode of origin of the change. 
The term acquired a negative meaning with time to indicate a period of great adversity in 
particular the economic crisis, but the term also indicates the particular situations in which a 
company may encounter in their lifetime. You are referring to unforeseen events that cause 
significant harm, both in terms of income, both in terms of the image (Gilardoni 1994). 

 
According to Invernizzi (2006), the crisis is characterized by the following three aspects:  
1. uniqueness of the critical event, an extraordinary and often unexpected;  
2. visibility of the event and its negative effects especially outside amplified by the media 

(Lombardi, 1993; Meyers, 1988);  
3. it need relevant action in the twenty-four hours, crucial to the success / failure in the 

protection of the fundamental objectives and to safeguard the reputation of the organization.  
 
Define the concept of crisis, therefore, may seem a difficult task because you can not give 

an unambiguous definition of the term and universal, as there are many elements that make it 
change with different situations and types of businesses. Even assuming that the same 
emergency occurs in the same company - but after many years - probably the situation would 
be different because it may have evolved the culture, and objectives may be changed or the 
attitude of public opinion . In any case we can agree that, with regard to a company, we can 
speak of a crisis whenever something happens that does not allow the institution to pursue - in 
the way it was planned - the goal of the management plan . 

 
You can identify some specific traits qualifying the crisis (Berge, 1991):  
1. Importance and high seriousness of the incident: they relate to the damage incurred not 

only in economic terms but also as a strong social tensions;  
2. Surprise effect: if the event was not unexpected and highly unlikely, you would not have 

to deal with an emergency situation but with an atypical situation, however, be faced with 
schemes already in use;  

3. Strong time pressure: it imposes strict time constraint to make decisions quickly and 
efficiently to prevent the further aggravation of the situation, due to loss of confidence of 
customers and investors and to the deterioration of employee morale. Often the immediate 
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awareness of these circumstances is the factor that determines the success or failure in 
managing the crisis;  

4. Inapplicability of the decision-making procedures and conduct routine: this is because 
the situation which has forced to take unusual behaviour, to abandon pro tempore, the set of 
standards, reporting relationships, organizational mechanisms and automatically involves the 
alteration of the balance usual;  

5. Threat to the survival and reputation of the organization: when one is struck by a crisis 
of some importance, it is important to protect the image, the reputation, both from possible 
attacks by the media, both from spreading rumors and conjecture in these cases.  

 
These are the common denominators that help to grasp the objective characteristics of the 

crisis, which do not provide, however, a sufficient aid to the affected organizations as it is 
also important, by what criteria a situation is perceived as a crisis (perception) from those who 
live it. 

 
Pearson and Clair in their work (1998) affirm that many scholars have conducted 

conceptual and empirical studies on the topic of large-scale organizational crisis and at the 
same time they precise that “because the study of organizational crisis involves multiple 
disciplines” the appropriate method is to study crisis using a system approach. This 
demonstrate the difficult to understand, planning and resolve crisis. They describe 
organizational crisis, as indicated above, as “a low rprobability, high-impact situation that is 
perceived by critical stakeholders to threaten the viability of the organization and that is 
subjectively experienced by these individuals as personally and socially threatening. 
Ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution of the organizational crisis will lead to 
disillusionment or loss of psychic and shared meaning, as well as to the shattering of 
commonly held beliefs and values and individuals’s basic assumptions”. (Pearson C.M., Clair, 
J.A., 1998). Generally, “a crisis is a change ... that results in an urgent problem that must be 
addressed immediately. For a business, a crisis is anything with the potential to cause sudden 
and serious damage to it employees, reputation or bottom line”. (Burton, 2004). Other 
researches define crisis as any naturally occurring or humanly engineered disruptions in 
social, economic or political systems (Rusw, C.A., Rusaw, M.F., 2008). Many scholars  
agreed that a crisis event “...is highly ambiguous, unknown and unexpected, has a low 
probability of occurrence yet high impact on organization  and their stakeholders, offers little 
time to respond and presents a challenge for decision making that leads to better or worse 
results (in Wang J, 2008). According to Shrivastava and others, an organizational crisis has 
been described as two interacting sets of failure, one that include the human and 
organizational factors that are internal to the organization and the second one that include 
failures external to the organization (Hutchins, H.M., 2008). 

 
All crisis definitions demonstrate the variability of the concept. We can affirm that it 

would be impossible to list every potential business crisis but many researchers have been 
studied crisis situations and provided various types of crisis classification. Disease outbreaks, 
investor fraud, terrorist acts, and natural disasters are but a few of the events that can morph 
into crisis events and have severe impacts on organization sustainability (Hutchins, H.M. , 
2008).  Other scholars describe not only a typologies crisis classification but also the most 
evident organizations consequences common to all organizations such as damage to 
organization reputation and workers stress and depression (Lewis, G., 2006; Barton L., 2004). 
Gundel (2005) presents a four-area matrix that “… allowing us to make a rough estimate of 
the exposure of different types of crisis…” divided into four types: conventional crises; 
unexpected crisis; intractable crisis; fundamental crisis. 
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The Communication  and the Firm Communication 

 
"You can not communicate. " The Watzlavick’s axiom communication is all the more true 

as we refer to different situations or issues like the crisis. One of the most difficult moments 
in such period is to report the facts: who needs to communicate, such as target audience, 
when, in what form, such as news spread, or most appropriate instruments. These are just 
some of the questions that often assail the manager at "imbalances " that can inevitably 
undermine the very life of the organization. 

 
A first definition of communication as a means of communication (Shannon and Weaver, 

1949) you get to consider the communication not only in its static aspect, the transmission of 
messages, but as a process capable of conditioning the attitudes and behaviors of stakeholders 
involved in communication (Watzlavick, 1967). Through communication you change and 
influence social behavior, interpersonal relations, ways of making individuals and 
communities (Morelli, 1997), we make connections and relationships between different poles 
(Grandi, Miani, 2006). All this mainly through non-verbal communication, consisting of 
images, photographs, drawings, plans and attitudes that convey much more than words and 
speeches could do. Giving consideration to organizations it can be argued that business 
communication is the set of processes that the company established with the objective of 
influencing and / or change the attitudes of the stakeholders (Morelli, 2007) both internal and 
external. 

 
It is know that business communication is often underestimated but it should be considered 

one of the strategic objectives of the organization, considered in its entirety. If, indeed, in 
every organization, the focus is primarily for external audiences (customers, suppliers, 
government, various institutions, communities and environment, etc.), it could not be with 
respect to internal stakeholders , human resources who live in it (Lagadec , 2002). 
Communication, given the implications that flow from it, must be among the main 
management tasks who should take responsibility for strategic planning in terms of 
objectives, related stakeholders, tools and resources. Planning implies that the same can not 
be regarded as a process to be implemented in a makeshift, under the pressure of events and 
the needs of the moment. Communication resulting from improvements to the firm in terms of 
efficiency and effectiveness (Iannacone, 2003), “engine” of value creation, especially during 
crisis. 

 
The Communication During the Crisis 

 
If, on the one hand, communication can be a factor for value creation, on the other hand, in 

emergency situations, while not having the ability to edit the event, can change the impact 
that the same could have. One of the effects of the crisis is the impairment of reputation and 
loss of confidence on the part of audiences (eg, Parmalat in Italy and Enron in the U.S.) with 
disruptive effects both inside and outside the organization. You must know how to deal 
swiftly the information and communication in order to prevent the negative effect of the crisis 
can be enhanced by disclosure of information do not correspond to reality.  

 
Lagadec (2002) highlights some important points in the communication management: 

- it must respect needs and values as the dignity of those involved;  
- you have to manage communication over time, both during and after the crisis;  



 5 

- the information must be complete and accurate as possible, establish an ad hoc 
organization of individuals to manage communication in order to prevent the flow of 
information, even contradictory to each other, and out of control. At the same time we 
must take into account that the external communication will be different than that 
directed at internal audiences, and must use appropriate means for the two different 
classes of persons.  

 
We can not forget that there are now resources and tools that greatly enhance the 

communication skills and the speed: Internet, camera phones, they give news of the crisis 
causes in real time. This applies not only when the crisis is caused by an external event 
beyond the control of the organization (i.e. the attack on the Twin Towers) but also when they 
are derived from structural problems. The "no comment" a few decades ago is no longer 
viable and increasingly emphasizes the importance that communication can not (and should 
not) be defensive nor aggressive, but should focus on disclosure of information as accurate as 
possible, otherwise the deterioration of the situation (Mitroff and Angnos, 2001, Barton, 
2004, Turner BA, 1976; Lagadec, 2002). Lewis (2006) points out, in tones maybe a little too 
'strong but make very good idea that the media often come as "swarms of locusts" that creep 
event undermining from many sides: facts, casualties, losses etc.. It is not uncommon to see 
special editions on TV and radio, on special events, which take the listener "stuck" in the 
same even if the transmission is repeated incessantly the same news every now and then 
integrating them with images or interviews with local people ( examples include reports on 
workers who are linked in a structure of businesses when there is the threat of closing it). So it 
is better to use the service media resource and as a vehicle to facilitate the rehabilitation 
process (Lewis, 2006:128). The media create channels of communication is in fact around the 
crisis management that the whole world. Managers should not be available to the media but 
must be served by the media (Bojn, 2008). If the contact and the relationship with the media 
is well structured, the organization succeeds in acquiring a position of strength, in the 
opposite case, or even worse, if this link is ignored, the position of the organization is weak 
(Bojn et al., 2005). 

 
When a crisis occurs, authorities, press, consumers, environmentalists and so on., are 

unleashed and in a short time will be deleted reliability and confidence in organization. The 
repercussions are immediate and disastrous image feedback. Credibility is one of the first to 
fall (symbolic the Parmalat case in Italy): leader of the business sector at the occurrence of the 
emergency are reduced dramatically the confidence and support of the surrounding 
environment (Bojn et al., 2005). One who is in charge of communication suffers the 
consequences of the fall of credibility is reflected in press releases by the same organization. 
Is it true? So many things still lurk? They have lied before or lying now? These are questions 
that creep into the audience mind and in the community both for self-reflection, both because 
of the media reporting the news, especially if he can create the same audience, especially 
when individuals are involved in crisis or there are victims of accidents, withdrawal from the 
market because of adverse public health and so on. (Breakwell, 2007), in other words, if there 
is a chance to scoop. The work of Norsa (2009) on communication is extremely interesting 
because it captures better than other aspects that are often not adequately taken into account in 
the communication strategy. He draws attention in the media as a factor to be "exploited" for 
the organization benefit but notes that these same media are trying to make headlines by 
taking advantage of the emotions of the event, the testimony outside the organization, the 
widespread practice of trying suspects, guilt and responsibility. "During a crisis, the media 
pressure can be explosive, can take on the appearance of a media siege" (Norsa, 2009: 98). 
Burton (2004) points out how the contingency plan should contain a crisis communication 



 6 

plan ready, not ready answers of course, but that covers key elements readily activated: the 
appointed spokesperson, the initial communication, the list of public Contact before others, 
dedicated lines of contact via phone or web.  

 
The communication can not be limited to only days or times when there is a crisis, but 

must continue, even after the crisis has been overcome with the aim to make public not only 
recovery but the results of that are getting in the sense of avoiding a recurrence of the 
phenomenon that caused the crisis (Burton, 2004; Shrivastava, 1987). Difficulties in 
communication in times of crisis have been highlighted by many researchers, highlighting 
different aspects each time: technological risk and the role of the media and the "sense 
making" public image, the internal and external communication, the preparation 
communications for different different stakeholders and the need to establish relationships 
and secure with the same series, the use of many means available today for communication 
(Burton, 2004; Shrivastava, 1987; Puchant and Douville, 1993). 

 
Methodology 

 
The philosophical approach is qualitative because we think it would the major system to 

study the problem as illustrated above as in the qualitative research the stress iS on the 
understanding of the social world through an examination of the interpretation of that world 
by its participants (Bryman A., Bell E., 2007). This type of research provides various tools 
which can include interviews, structured and semi-structured, focus group, 
ethnography/participant observation, case study, and so on. 

 
The case study proposed allowed us to understand the case, to observe the mechanism and 

the processes of a case (Yin, 2003) and show the importance of workforce behaviour.  
 
The first case: Tylenol. A case that has shocked world public opinion is the Tylenol case. 

This is the contamination of tablets of a common painkiller American, Tylenol with cyanide. 
The company that produces Tylenol is Johnson & Johnson. The contamination caused the 
deaths of seven adults and a child of 12 years in the Chicago area, in October 1982. Upon the 
occurrence of the crisis management was divided: it was entrusted to a team of crisis 
management and the rest of the staff took care of the routine. With around 450,000 messages, 
press releases in newspapers and TV, in a few days were withdrawn from the market about 31 
million packs of Tylenol. The crisis group / team management was made immediately 
available, including through the media, all clear and precise information on facts and on the 
position of Johnson & Johnson. On the other hand, employees were informed promptly and 
continuously: this meant that the company was spontaneous empathy, to cooperate very 
effectively (Norsa, 2009). After the withdrawal of the product and the control thereof, by 
means of a conference held simultaneously in thirty different places through an interactive 
system (which therefore allows parties to ask questions simultaneously), J & J announced the 
placing on the market for the product Tylenol in a tamper-proof packaging.  

 
The second case: Perrier. The case concerns the contamination of Perrier sparkling natural 

produced in France and marketed in many European countries and the USA. It was in a U.S. 
lab in 1990 began the "story" Perrier. A biologist, during normal activities, he noticed that his 
mass spectrometer revealed unusual and abnormal results. After careful research, the 
laboratory technicians realized that the water used to dilute some chemicals was contaminated 
with benzene: water Perrier. Following this discovery was announced in a press for the 
withdrawal of a thin water bottles from the U.S. market because of benzene contamination in 
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specifying, in the same press, that there was no danger to public health, but does not provide 
other data such as number of bottles involved, how the withdrawal would take place, or the 
impact on the company. Subsequently established that the contamination was not just about 
the U.S. market but other markets: Belgium, Japan, etc.. Perrier began to issue conflicting 
statements, and many customers began to reject the product. Perrier was forced to admit that 
the water that flows naturally sparkling at source, lost much of effervescence in the bottling 
and it was therefore necessary to add more carbon dioxide. He then revealed that he was not 
naturally sparkling Perrier water as indicated in the labels. After a little less than a month after 
news of the Perrier contamination came under pressure not only to withdraw the entire 
production from the market (despite attempts - unsuccessful - to the contrary) but to give up 
their business in soft drinks for Cadbury Schweppes compensate for heavy losses, and a few 
months later, Nestle took over total control. That which strongly penalizes the company was 
the perception by consumers that it had lied to the Perrier, has not only released conflicting 
statements and untrue but communicated only through the mass media, without taking any 
account of the emotional reaction that could engender a similar fact in its customers.  

 
In the first case study the communication was handled in an exemplary manner, so that the 

company recovered in five months, approximately 70% of market share during the crisis was 
greatly reduced. In the second case, the communication was not managed optimally, 
consumers had the perception that they were deliberately misled, and this meant that after 18 
months of that market share had fallen in the U.S. of 9% compared to 13% and 30% to 49% 
in the UK.  

 
The Communication and the Crisis 

 
Given the definition of crisis and how firm behavior in particular circumstances, is the 

purpose of this study is to try to make a contribution, albeit very small, on how 
communication can turn a crisis into an opportunity for growth for the company. It is well 
known that crisis, any kind of crisis, puts the company in front of a turning point: passively 
suffer the consequences, trying to limit the damage, or try to draw opportunities for growth 
and improvement. Invernizzi (2006) recovers from Mayers (1998), adapting some of the 
possibilities that can arise from a crisis, including strengthening the reputation of the 
company, the implementation of change and development of new strategies, consolidation of 
the esprit de corps and sense of belonging to the staff. Communication plays an important, if 
not decisive, role during what is the life of the enterprise: in the normal course of business, in 
the ordinary time, when there are exigent circumstances, to deal with during a crisis, after 
crisis.  

 
As well known, the human subjects are the architects of success and failure of a company 

and its very existence. All this can only occur if the same subjects, at all levels, have 
appropriate motivations that motivate them to achieve a common goal: the survival and the 
establishment of greater value that allows the perpetuation of the development and attentive to 
instances from the market. The human element can be provided with reasons thanks to 
effective and efficient communication system that will enable them participate in the life of 
the undertaking, involving them in person, providing them with adequate incentives to 
achieve the goals. Motivated human subjects will be the first, themselves, to communicate the 
occurrence of anomalies within their company that could lead to serious consequences both 
inside and outside, undermining the credibility and image of the same. If, however, be faced 
with a crisis due to external causes unscheduled, effective communication is the key to its 
management and having first to be informed must be the internal stakeholders. As stated in an 
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earlier passage, staying at "no comment" in both the internal and external communication, is 
counterproductive.  

 
Internal communication is very important especially when you consider that just those 

involved in the company are the main vehicle for dissemination of information both internally 
between colleagues and externally. It is therefore the most important business partners. 
Invernizzi (2006) illustrates what may be the most effective ways of communication: paper, e-
mail, and other interpersonal communication. He states that "... will prove very useful 
initiatives such as the communication cascade or direct meetings between the various 
stakeholders and the company spokesman, divided into small groups or sectors of activity." 
(Invernizzi, 2006-265).  

 
In this work, we not agree, allegedly, perhaps, the division into groups of staff. If it is true 

that the communication part of the message is lost in the transmission of messages that you 
may be a different interpretation of it, to convene the staff in different groups can become 
extremely dangerous. Besides the fact that the same message, communicated by the 
spokesman, can be transmitted in different ways and with different emotions for the passage 
of time it can lead to worsening or improvement of the crisis itself (think of the reporting of a 
tragedy that sees involved human lives and how it can worsen the death toll to the passage of 
time). The same "buzz" among people, due to the division in groups, involves the 
dissemination of information between their contrasting and sometimes distorted.  

 
If you want the communication to become an active instrument for crisis management and 

growth opportunities for the company, it is important that stakeholders are gathered together 
(though aware of the difficulties inherent in that operation) in order to give them the same 
note, the same message at the same time, in order to minimize the possible differences of 
interpretation (such as Tylenol). Subjects will be constantly informed of developments on the 
possible actions taken to resolve the crisis, the results of activities undertaken. Only in this 
way, you can create cohesion among the subjects themselves, trust in the workplace, and the 
crisis can be turned into opportunities for growth, value creation, not so much and not only 
from an economic point of view (off of losses sustained, etc.). As human resource, without 
which no crisis can be addressed. 

 
Conclusions 

 
There are manuals that explain in detail how to deal with the media in particular situations, 

such as, how and when to communicate the information, who should do it, and a number of 
other indications have also led to set up special departments such as Offices relations with the 
public and the contact points. 

 
Nevertheless, still missing a culture of communication, too often underestimated by 

companies who consider good communication as a jealous, to be transmitted only to a limited 
circle of people, possibly those close to senior management, ignoring the other stakeholders to 
which attempts to silence the information in an attempt to overcome this crisis. 

 
The exposed cases of Perrier water and J & J show that a timely and effective 

communication is not synonymous with disclosure of confidential information but it is time 
for growth for the company. Faced with a crisis silence the news does nothing but aggravate 
the situation and create strong distrust and hostility (Perrier) and an open, honest 
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communication not only allows for the solidarity of the stakeholders involved but because of 
the crisis and growth to the company. 
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