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Recapturing the Wheel – Media Perspectives 

 on Crisis and Recovery

Frank Wintle – FIRST Kyoto 2009

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I greet you at this session today, if not as a man with two heads, at least as a man with two hats. One for each of the roles I play.
I wear hat number one in my capacity as the man who helps FIRST to do its communications business – to get its message out to the world and to mediate, as it were, its relationships with the media.
And I wear hat number two as a journalist and a ghost-writer and a writer on my own account – so please forgive me if I begin with a writer’s conceit about the world... 
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Tout, au monde, existe

 

pour aboutir

 

à

 

un livre...”
Stéphane

 

Mallarmé

(Everything, in the world, exists to end up in a book)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here – summed up in a single phrase by a French poet – is all the arrogance of the writer: “everything in the world exists to end up in a book”.
All that he hears, sees, experiences, in any way, with anyone, no matter what the cost to their lives or privacy, is just raw material out of which he can spin a story, or a play, or a poem...

As a matter of brutal fact, there’s a lot of truth in what he says.

What do we actually know of the past, except what the people who lived through it, if they could write, managed to write down, and write down memorably?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Children in the west are brought up on the great narratives of Greek Civilisation and the Trojan War – we have Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Plato to give us their versions of history and myth.And we have Julius Caesar himself, and Livy, Horace, Seneca, Plautus, to tell us all they wanted us to know about the rise and fall of the mighty Roman empire...What do we know of the early English? – very little, as a matter of fact – because  if they had writing of any kind it didn’t survive. But Julius Caesar was a good writer as well as a great general and the first emperor, and his stories of his invasion of England provide us with the only real information we have about the nature and culture of our ancient ancestors.And it’s significant, I think, that when the English did learn to write, and began to create a memorable history for themselves, the story they invented about the origin of their race supposed that they were descended from Brutus, grandson of Aeneas, the Trojan survivor who sailed into exile to found Rome after Troy was burned to nothing at the end of the Greek siege. The English chose a lineage that wrote them into the greatest western written stories. So its useful to start first with a reminder of the power of the writer to shape and save both past and present for the future – or to discard and send them to oblivion.And secondly, to remind ourselves that all the authors I’ve mentioned here have as their subjects these things: war, crisis, power, struggle, change, rise, fall – and how, and only how and through these things, triumph and disaster, wealth and beggary, joy and misery, are brought into the lives of human beings.
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Everything, in the world, exists to end up in a newspaper
(or broadcast news, wire service, newsgroup, blog, chatroom...

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Journalists are sometimes (rather grandly) described as the scribes who write “the first draft of history.”
Their subjects are just the same, and none other, as those of the historians, whether ancient or modern.

My subject today is the media’s perspective on crisis and recovery.  In the light of what I’ve just said, I want to begin by dispelling a couple of big misconceptions.

FIRST – the media are not there to help prevent the crisis – or even to report it dispassionately.

Crisis is the nourishment by which the media lives. Crisis is what the media craves, and exists to serve and to report.

Crisis is what propels the media into the marketplace because crisis is what compels its audience to buy and pay attention.
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Edgar Allan Poe (1809 –

 

1849)

“... to create a sensation...”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As long ago as 1842, Edgar Allan Poe wrote this:

“We should bear in mind that it is the object of our newspapers rather to create a sensation that to further the cause of truth...”

The media are not about the status quo – they are about a world that’s constantly changing: building up, shattering, rebuilding, then shattering again the lives of those inhabitants of the world on whose lives they report.

Where crises don’t exist, the media anticipate and ferment them. Where crises have begun to exist, they urge them forward and exacerbate them. 

The media are a business, crisis is the raw material and energy of that business, and that’s the central, overriding fact of commercial life in journalism.

And it’s a fact of life which links to a fact of human nature...
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“Don’t Panic!” – Government Urges

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When something is in short supply, and the Government says that that particular something won’t run short, or run out, if people behave reasonably and don’t panic.

Then as soon as the media reports the Government’s plea for the public not to panic, panic is what the public immediately does---

Thus providing the pandemonium and queues for rice, or petrol, or bread – or the run on the bank – which is actually the story that the media wanted all along.

Does that make the media a social evil?

I don’t think so – I think it just makes them an accurate social barometer, showing what’s really going in in the dark, irrational undercurrents of our minds and emotions while we pose as rational and sensible beings.

The second misconception I want to nail is this one:

That in commercial or organisational life, crises can somehow be prevented.

To think like that, is to live in denial.
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What you should expect....

... is the unexpected

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Only the fool,” wrote T S Eliot in Murder in the Cathedral “may think he can turn the wheel on which he turns.”

The same idea was expressed more scientifically by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his best-selling book The Black Swan, which was sub-titled “The Impact of the Highly Improbable.”

What Taleb demonstrates beyond argument is that while business lays a huge premium on actuarial skills, predictive analyses and risk assessments, what is certain is that the march and collision of events will conspire to frustrate and confound all of these pseudo-sciences.

Catastrophe will happen. Crises will occur. What we should expect, always, is the unexpected.

That’s something people in the media instinctively understand.

And they wait, like wolves by the sheep-pen, for that certain combination of high-winds and hail which the weathermen said could never happen here – and which will come, when the shepherd is complacently asleep – because he believes the weathermen – and which, when it comes, will flip down the fences as if they were made of paper and introduce the sheep to the wolves for the first and last time.
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http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/

Andrew Gowers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I want now to examine a particular crisis as it was seen through the eyes of a senior media practitioner, and tease out of it a few lessons for us all.

This is Andrew Gowers. He used to be editor of the Financial Times. Then he took a job, based in London, as Head of Corporate Communications for Lehman Brothers. Not, you might agree, the luckiest of career moves.

It’s a tribute, I think, to Mr Gowers’ nerve and his talents that when hurricane and hail tore his world apart, he wrote an utterly gripping account of the drama, which was serialised by The Sunday Times in England on December 14 and 21 last year, and which you can still access through that paper’s website. Just tap in “Gowers” or “Lehman”.

Maybe, though, when the crisis struck and deepened, the journalistic genes in his system reasserted themselves and overcame his collapsing corporate genes to turn the crisis into what it now is – a piece of historical reportage. For Lehman Brothers, of course, is no more. It existed, it turns out, after all, only to end up as a story in print, written by Mr Gowers, to entertain and to instruct you and I.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
There it is – or was, and it is no more.

At its zenith, it was worth six-hundred and thirty-nine billion dollars and employed 26,000 people around the world.

And in Andrew Gowers’ words, on September 15, 2008, it “went up in smoke” and one hundred and fifty years of banking enterprise were consumed into corporate bankruptcy.

But in his view, there were some key stages when the company’s relationships with the media – and its perceptions of media behaviour and the purposes for which it thought the media exist – actually made the crisis worse, and helped to precipitate the collapse. 

So what were they, and what can we discover from them?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the first place, Lehman’s boss and his senior team were deceived by applause in the media into thinking that its reporters and commentators were their allies.

Journalists, when Lehman was at its peak, acclaimed the investment bank’s strategy as a paradigm for the new financial age, and cheered its vision, dynamism, genius – and so on.

But the media are never, repeat never, your constant allies.

Their allegiance is only ever to the story – to you, of course, if you help to advance the story – but first and last, they stay unswervingly loyal to the story itself, and the story, as we’ve seen, is always about the turning wheel of fortune.

When things start going wrong, today’s flattery will be tomorrow’s pillory.

Lesson one: never mind the expensive lunch, whether you’re paying or the reporter is. He or she will be your sincerest friend so long as you’re riding high. When you start to fall, he or she will become your sincerest critic.  And as any PR will tell you, if your organisation gets into what Andrew Gowers chillingly calls “the death spiral”, there is nowhere, and I mean nowhere, which will respond benignly to an attempt to plant your “good news” story. If they run it, you’ll be unlucky. Because they’ll satirise it.
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The survival...

...of the thickest

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the second place: a sure way to get eaten alive at Lehman’s was to say something which contradicted the image of omnipotence and invincibility which was first projected onto the company from outside by the media, and then disseminated inside the company from within as the organisation began to swallow its own PR.

Gowers describes how “divisional chiefs who urged caution were swiftly ousted.”

A glorious external media image, once thoroughly ingested, can very quickly become an internal strategic poison.

You have to be a very arrogant and insensitive person to believe in your own public image. But it’s surprising how many powerful people do, and for how long. I call this “the survival of the thickest.” In the end, they always come tumbling down, and usually very hard.

So

Lesson Two: Spin is spin and substance is substance. No matter how flattering it is, never, ever, believe what you read about yourself in the media. In fact, the more flattering it is, the more reason you have to be vigilant and cultivate a sceptical, three-hundred-and-sixty-degree viewing and reviewing habit.

&

Lesson Three: no matter how up you’re feeling, if someone nearby, beside or below, is feeling down and fretting, worrying, don’t kick them or jeer – wonder why, and find out, and listen, and if necessary, act.



http://www.poyi.org/63/01/ae01.php
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the third place – and see how one error leads to the next – because they believed their own PR, Lehmans began to suppose they could bluff or lie to journalists and get away with it, using the media not just to try to reinforce the image that reality was beginning to contradict, but, in turn, to deceive analysts and therefore, presumably, investors.

Gowers records a briefing at which Lehmans insisted their prospects for profits were easy and unbounded – there was more money out there than they had fists to grab – just as the company was striking its very riskiest deals, the deals that ultimately would bring the company down.

Which ensured, of course, that when trouble struck, those journalists were the first to draw their knives and stab and stab deep.

Even if you haven’t actually lied, journalists who believe you have deceived them, or used them as instruments to convey half truths, will seize the first opportunity to take revenge.

I repeat: they will seize the first opportunity to take revenge. And because they know better than you do the laws at whose limits they can work, they will always have the last word, and there is nothing you can do about it.

Lesson Four: Never lie to a journalist. Never tell a half-truth knowing that half-truth to be a distortion or a misrepresentation of the whole truth. It simply isn’t worth it. If you can’t tell the truth, say nothing.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the fourth place, and inevitably, as the wheel of fortune turned, and the wheels began to come off the Lehman truck, and the internal poison no longer had its antidote, or neutralising agent, in the continuing sweet-talk of a complimentary Press, that poison began to cause corporate paranoia.

Gowers reports the hysteria with which Lehmans attacked its critics as their voices began to be heard. The company even considered hiring private detectives to go through the rubbish of one particularly vocal sceptic to try to find material with which he could be discredited.

Lesson Five: it’s sometimes said that attack is the best means of defence, and it may be true. But if you’re attacking the media, then you aren’t defending yourself at all, because you’re facing away from the real battlefield, whatever it maybe, and attacking the wrong people.

Remember, the media may want the crisis. They may will the crisis, try to precipitate the crisis and agitate and exacerbate it. But they are never its prime cause.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The last of the key stages and lessons from the Lehman story concerns this man – Dick Fuld, the chief executive.

A great deal has been written about his character, vision, authority, on the one hand, or on the other, if you prefer, his arrogance, myopia, bullying... I have no idea which is what or whatever is which. I never met the man. I only have media reports to go on, and, you know... never believe everything you read, &c &c.

What I do want to talk about is the cult of personality.

It is a cult that the media feeds up and feeds upon. And, unfortunately, the worst victim of the cult can often be the personality himself.

Certainly, it was weird to read that Mr Fuld so far confused his 26,000-person, multi-national corporation with himself that he told a journalist “I will never let this firm die” – as if his will alone could keep it alive, or as if, without him, it might just wither away.

The media loves to describe someone as a “charismatic leader”.

Let me tell you something. There is no such thing as “charisma”. Its all media invention and hype. The man or woman who actually believes he or she is a “charismatic” leader is on a one-way street heading in a lethal direction.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
He or she is destined to become, in Andrew Gowers’ description, the “pantomime villain” when the story turns sour, as it inevitably will.

Yes, there is muscle. There is eloquence. There is singleness of vision. And the media hail these and aggregate them into one individual who becomes a “charismatic” leader when the going is good. But muscle, eloquence and singleness of vision can produce triumph, or disaster, or first one and then the other, entirely depending on circumstances and the turning wheel.

Psychologists and anthropologists tell us that the “charismatic” combines these three qualities in lucky times, when he or she also happens to be thinking and articulating more clearly than most what the majority of people are also thinking, consciously or subconsciously.

Our desire, which the media want to help us to satisfy, to have and to believe in “charismatic leaders”,  is a throwback our primitive desire to have and believe in shamans and other magicians... bone-pointers, entrail-readers and rain-makers…
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Therefore, with all due respect to Mr Fuld, I give you Lesson Six from the story of the Lehman crisis and collapse, and the media’s part in it, obliquely and by way of anecdote.

 Some of the greatest companies I have worked with quite understand that the media and the public – because the media is there to serve the public’s more visceral appetites – both like to see “charismatic” leaders.

So they have employed as figureheads people who combine personality and muscle with eloquence and an ability to convey the company vision with clarity and simplicity.

And they have made quite sure that the real decision-making, the real risk-taking, has been conducted elsewhere, by quiet and thoughtful people, who have no desire either to step onto the public stage or to fall spectacularly off it.
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“When the ruler is daily growing more
arrogant, and the ministers are daily
growing more obsequious, there never
has been a case when the state was not lost.”

Analects: 13.15

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A similar thought occurred around two and a half thousand years ago to Confucius, when he said:

“When the ruler is daily growing more arrogant, and the ministers are daily
 growing more obsequious, there never has been a case when the state was not lost.”

Observe, in passing, the master’s use of the word “never.”

Confucius also said that the four words most likely to bring down an empire were “I agree with you,” when uttered often enough and in any circumstances by lieutenants who are too intimidated – or too comfortable – to contradict a leader who is in need of contradiction.

The story of Lehman Brothers, and of countless other empires which have disintegrated in the last few years, proves his case.

And the media are just as likely to be among those uttering constant agreement right up to the point when the marble floor of the boardroom begins to shudder and reveal the oubliette beneath.
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The message for the Internet world

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It won’t have escaped your notice that the labyrinthine world of modern high finance and the Internet worlds evolved side by side and hand in hand.

Any complex world which impinges seriously on the lives of outsiders, the majority of whom don’t really understand it, is susceptible to the black swan of the sudden and potentially devastating crisis – in particular if the reporting media are part of the ignorant majority, thinking, in their case, that they probably do understand, well, most of it, when as a matter of fact they don’t.

Such a world was the world of sophisticated high finance, with its securitised debt packages, credit default options, derivates, swaps, aggregated prime and sub-prime mortgages, collateralised debt obligations, and so on... and the Internet was the means by which it flourished and was ramped up by media commentators into the Eldorado which has just fallen apart around us in the mother of all fiscal crises.

They were, of course, the very same media commentators who next rounded on and metaphorically lynched the bankers.

From our perspective the dangers of being the media target in a crisis are aggravated if we succumb to the temptation to detach ourselves from the thing done and focus solely on the means of doing it...
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“This stuff was beautiful and elegant...”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You probably saw, because it went right round the world in the Press, the story of Michael Osinski, the man who built a lot of the computer programmes which made that fleeting El Dorado work.

Nowadays he has an oyster farm. In the boom years he was probably the most in-demand software developer in the whole of the banking system.

“I didn't realise I was building a bomb at the time," he says. “I thought I was building something that was a valuable tool for the industry. And for many years, it was. But the software turned out to be more sophisticated than the people using it. 

“I used to go to the trading floor and watch my software in use amid the sea of screens. A programmer doesn’t admire his creation so much for what it does but for how it does it. This stuff was beautiful and elegant.”

To which I would add just this. He – and we – were very fortunate that when the crisis came there were lots of big guys with big houses and big cars and big toys and bigger bonuses to get trapped in the centre of the media storm. 

Next time, we may not be so lucky. For the man or woman who says, I just made the weapons, and beautiful weapons they were... I didn’t realised innocent people were going to get shot and badly wounded – is the perfect target for a media vendetta.
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Understand...

... everything you can

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So here’s my advice to you on preparing for the crisis and preparing for the encounters with the media it will inevitably bring.

First: understand everything you possibly can about what you are doing and what it is for and what the effect will be on people’s lives. You need to know. Moral abstention is a very risky position. When a reporter says, “didn’t you know the impact this would have on unsuspecting people?” or “didn’t you know how far you were intruding into people’s private lives?” the answer “No” is a miserable and untenable one. Better to be able to answer “Yes, but...” and make sure the “but” is morally fireproof.

In pursuit of which...
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Dumb? ...

... or smart?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
… don’t be frightened to ask what you might consider to be dumb or stupid questions...
Reporters are sometimes described as people who are paid to ask the kinds of questions other people are too embarrassed or ashamed to ask. If you don’t know an answer, and you want one because you need it if you are going to understand fully what’s going on, always ask, and don’t be worried, if, like a wasp, you have to keep on buzzing in someone’s ear until you get an answer that satisfies you...
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Nourish...

... your Cassandras

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Next, cherish, the Cassandras in your organisation.

Cassandra, you might remember, was the prophetess in Troy who was an all-round pessimist and, among other warnings, said she really didn’t think they ought to take that wooden horse inside the Citadel.

She was ignored. But she was right.

Enough said.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cassandra
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Be ready...

... for the storm

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And the best time to handle a crisis is before it happens. 

Be ready for the storm. Imagine – with your Cassandras – how many things could go wrong, and how, and how badly, and how you would handle them and explain them and move on from them.

You may not get the nature of the crisis right – Black Swan theory suggests you won’t – but the very act of anticipation of any kind of storm better prepares you for the one that will eventually hit.
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Assemble the team...

... rehearse

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Assemble the crisis team before the crisis, apportion the roles, fund and train the most fluent spokespeople, and rehearse, and rehearse regularly, different scenarios with different outcomes.

If you think you’re deficient in personnel, if you think you need help, source the people, audition them, and put them on retainers.

And when the crisis happens...
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Go public... 

... FIRST

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Go public, and go public FIRST

The temptation is to bolt the doors, shutter the windows, and try to get on with the business of recovery in what is an attempt at a media black-out.

Only you can’t. Because in today’s media , if you leave a vacuum, someone else – one of an army of “analysts”, or a politician, or your competitor, or delegates from all three – will be swept onto the empty stage and start talking on your behalf, saying things you might not like to hear.
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And when it’s over...

(... good luck...)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If all goes well – and assuming, as I devoutly hope, that you survive - this will be a turning point in your corporate lifecycle.

How you handle the media, and the image you project, will have a profound effect on your reputation. 

If you’re part of a quoted company, according to research from the University of Oxford in England, the way you behave publicly in a crisis will directly impact on your stock price.

Do well and your shares can actually end up worth more than they were before disaster struck.

Do badly, and there’s hardly time for a quick goodbye. 

Only the media can be sure that ill-winds bring good fortune every time.

But for those who get the PR right, it’s an ill wind, as the English saying goes, that blows nobody any good.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Lehman... Chrysler... Wedgewood... Woolworths...

Ask me what the media contribute to the crisis, and I’ll answer, in some ways, nothing. In others, everything.

The crisis victim’s relationship with the media reveals the truth about the state of its soul.

You don’t need a degree in psychology to realise that a company which is boasting, blustering or hiding behind silence is a deeply troubled organisation.

That’s what the media brings to the crisis.

While it directly addresses the financial and the circumstantial, it also writes, between the lines, a searching and almost accidental diagnosis of the organisation’s mental condition.

... Upon which analysts and shareholders then begin to base judgements which will either be brutal or forgiving or encouraging.

Sadly, in the intensity of the crisis, the only ones who are sometimes unable to read the diagnosis are the victims themselves – usually because they are fixed to the place on their own turning wheel.
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“Slowly the bright looms of creativity weave...

... the dark Satanic mills”William Blake, 
1757‐1827

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Because it seems to me a statement of the obvious that organisations go through phases. They come into existence as a response to changes in the world and are then themselves at their most changeable: bright, creative and flexible.

They move to a zenith. They’re now at their most successful. But ideas and practices get fixed into a sort of inflexible paradigm against which every new idea is tested. If the new idea in any way radical, then even if it’s a good one it can be fatally rejected in favour of “the way we do things here.” 

Which becomes the “old way,” and then the outdated way, and lastly the dangerous way, until the inflexible paradigm turns the organisation into a parody of what it once was. True of Lehman brothers, Chrysler, Wedgewood, Woolworths – and innumerable others.

If crisis hits now, it is decisive. By a supreme effort the paradigm can be destroyed – it takes nothing less – the wheel turned, and a new spirit of adventure and discovery sends the phases round from dark to new again.

But if the change is resisted, the old paradigm arrogantly and perversely asserted, then the paradigm itself will instead destroy the organisation.

And it is in its transactions with the media, who embody, as I’ve said all along, the spirit or the demon of change in everything they say or do, that the organisation reveals which road it will take – to perdition, or to salvation and a fresh start.

I began with a poet  and I end with two poems.
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"...Yesterday's wisdom is today's foolishness.
In this world of brightness and shade, trust 

 
only in change, 

And, just once, bow to the full moon." 
Ikkyu

 

Sojun
1394‐1481

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first could be the motto of my entire lecture today. Yesterday’s wisdom is today’s foolishness. Trust only in change.

And, just once, bow to the full moon. Which is very witty. The poet is echoing what the Greek philosopher Heraclitus said a couple of thousand years earlier – “you can’t step into the same river twice.”

Because you can’t bow twice to the same full moon, not even on the same evening.

There are no fixed states – neither in the phenomenal world, nor in the mental world, nor in commerce or government or any other kind of organisation, great or small.

We long for fixed states – they do not exist.

Strive for a fixed state – and you’ll get chaos.

Which, of course, the media will gleefully report.  It’s their business. They are the priests of the flowing river and the changing moon.

So, just once, bow to the full moon – just once, step in the river.

And by the same token, realise that you can only go through the front door of the same office once.
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Wu‐men’s Verse
To a swordsman, give a sword,

But don’t give poems to non‐poets.
To those you meet, explain just three‐quarters;

It’s no good to give people the final part.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s my second poem.

In my naivety I seem to have ignored the first half.

Given my limited, writer’s view of the world I’ve probably been true to the second half, although not intentionally.

But I hope there’s been something here you’ll think about.
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