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AWB: all damage, no control

The company ignored expert advice that there’s nothing like an apology to bring a damaging situation under control, Fiona Carruthers writes.

fter three decades spent helping
companies say sorry for all the bad
things they have done, leading
American risk communication
expert Peter Sandman has a bullet-
proof strategy for driving home the point: he
says there’s serious mileage in an apology.
‘‘Honourable behaviour now pays better
than dishonourable behaviour — and there
are thousands of examples of that, including

. ong I can’t mention,” he says from his office

in Princeton, New Jersey.

AWRB is one company that didn’t take his
advice. Last week the Cole inquiry heard that
AWB executives and directors declined to
implement Sandman’s advice to “*over-
apologise”’ for its role in kickbacks to Iraq,
claiming instead that ‘‘it wasn’t true”’ ,

But Sandman, who charges a Rvonmm fee
of $1750 an hour, isnot fazed. In his early 60s
and considering retirement, he estimates that -
onty “*50 to 30 per cent of my clients take my
advice. And it’s a rare client that takes all of
my advice™’,

He is considered one of the lgading risk
communication experts in the United States.
He helps clients swing into damage control
mode when their business Emoﬁonm cause
community outrage.

“Idon’t tell companies: ﬁmm% you're sorry
even though it will cost you money.” 1 say:
‘Say you're sorry because it wil save you
money.” ”’

As his website www.psandman.com
explains, he has helped both government and
corporate clients through a range of
minefields, including oil spills, labour issues;
E. coli contamination and the issue of where
to locate hazardous waste facilities. He’s
devised software programs, and strongly
promotes his own formula: Risk = Hazard +
Outrage. But the runs are on the board, and
his lengthy client list includes Rio Tinto, Shell,

. BHP Billiton, Monsanto and Vodafone.

‘While he points out that his advice is not
always about apologising, he says many
corporations still struggle with full contrition
and with backing away from a commercial
decision simply because the community
perceives it as wrong or improper.

“Companies aren 't radically different to
people,”” Sandman says. *‘People aren’{ very
good at owning up to what they’ve done
wrong. How many husbands or wives are
good atsaying: ‘I’'m sorry I acted like a real
jerk vesterday. I did this and this and this
wrong and I don’t blame you for being angry.’
Nobody is any good at that.

“A company comes to me for the same
reasons a couple go to marriage counselling, .
And usually the first thing they tell you is that it’s
all the other person’s fault: the media is being
unfair; the activists are being unfair; the public
is stupid and we didn’t do anything'wrong.”

Once he gets them over the mental barriers
against making an apology, there’
style. The delayed or qualified apology can be
worse than failing to apologise at all.

As an example, he sites the largest oil spill
in American history — when the oil tanker
Exxon Valdez poured 42 million litres of oil *
into Prince William Sound near Alaska in
March 1989. Sandman says after extended
poor media coverage, oil company Exxon
finally issued an apology in newspapers.

““The apology came way too late and it was
phrased badly,”” Sandman says. ‘It said
something like: ‘A terrible thing happened to
us in Prince William Sound.’ That sounds like
the kid who broke your lamp, then says ‘I’'m
sorry your lamp broke’, instead of ‘I’m sorry
I'broke your lamp’.””

" When arguing for an apolegy, Sandman’s
greatest battles are not always fought with
company executives, In most cases of .
corporate risk management, strategy meetings
are attended by company executives, a few
technicians who are specialistsin the
particular field and can comment reliably on
the technical facts, as well as public relations
experts and company lawyers.

*“The technical people, especially if they are
engineers, are usually the easiest to persuade
because they recognise they know nothing
about communication,’” he says. ““It’s the PR.
and the lawyers who usually don’t like it.”

5 the issue of

He says he eases the corporate pain when he

points out that apologising is not primarily
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about feeling good or even acting ethically —
it’s naked bottom-line necessity.

““If you go back 30 years and look at what
kind of corporate behaviour was profitable,
then compare that to corporate behaviour
Samﬁ there’s a huge gap,”” Sandman says.

‘“What’s changed? The activists got more
powerful; shareholders got more powerful;
customers got more interested in corporate
social responsibility and the internet was
invented so it was possible to spread
information. If your company misbehaves in
Sri Lankas it will very quickly get you into
tronble in Bolivia.”

If anyone knows how corporations feel
when faced with a damning community
response to théir behaviour or business
decisions; it’s Sandman. He started out
working for the anti-nuclear-power network
in the 1970s. After the 1979 partial meltdown
at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant
in Pennsylvania, he helped draft regulations
requiring nuclear power plants to be prepared
to communicate in the event of an accident.

That helped him grasp a key fundamental:
““Some people like their villains pure black
and their heroes pure white,’” he says, ‘“They
don’tlike the idea that it’s all mixed up.*”

In the cash-driven world of corporate spin,
even the spin doctors concede ““there are
some clients you can’t bloody spin’’ no
matter what they _E.% you.

As the Cole inquiry continues, AWB
is becoming one of those companies.

Sue Cato, from Cato Consulting,
describes AWB’s kickbacks as ““a mother of
an issue’’.

Consulting firm Gavin Anderson was
hired to lock after what’s left of AWB’s
public face.

““Gavin Anderson is taking the _E_uﬁ
course of action available to its client: to
show contrition,’” says Cato. ““Itis doing the
best job-it can possibly do in the
environment.”’

““AWB is not being arrogant EE is
participating fully,*’

When asked if she backed Peter
Sandman’s recommendation that AWDB
““overapologise’ by saying sorry multiple
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Sorry is still the :mamm;\oa

times, Cato agreed that ““the first thieg the
electorate would be looking for is a show of
contrition”,

She points out that an apology was
particularly timely as ‘“showing defiance in

. the face of the Volcker inquiry would have

been a dangerous course to follow??,

“‘But at the same time, an apology doesn’t
fix the problem. What it shows is
recognition of the issunes.”” -

Cannings Corpérate OeEEEEnuacm.m
pariner and former journalist Luis Garcia
agrees that as a general rule in such cases,
““a full and transparent apology is always -
the best way to go, and based on what I
¥mow of the case, Sandman’s advice seems
to be on the money”’. )

““Making a good apology remains an art
form,”” Garcia says. “‘Often companies
can’( apologise as fully as they should
because _mn& issnes are involved.””

- _“.o__m Carruthers
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