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PREFACE
The African Public Relations Association regards professionalism and career progression of its members, the national 

associations and individuals as very important. At the evaluation session of every conference two issues are raised by 

members – the need for members to have hands on exposure on the daily challenges that confront them as public 

relations practitioners and the need for instituting programmes in-between the annual conferences. 

The Secretariat has attempted meeting these requirements in a variety of ways. The first is a deliberate effort to ensure 

that practical sessions are held during the conferences to ensure that members and participants really have the 

opportunity of honing their skills and learning new communication strategies during the period rather than the usual 

conference talk shows. The association also takes advantage of its presence in any country to organise special 

workshop for the practitioners as part of the benefits for hosting as was done in Addis Ababa in 2013. Second, the 

special public relations colloquium held in March on the conference theme “Contemporary Challenges in Crisis and 

Reputation Management” was in response to that need. In 2009, the inaugural international training of the association 

on “Corporate Governance”, the theme for 2010 conference in Abuja, Nigeria was also to achieve this objective. 

All the above perfectly ties in with APRA's 5 key intervention areas: Economic Integration of Africa, Promotion of 

Infrastructural Development in Africa, Social Welfare with strong focus on health, education and poverty reduction, 

Good Governance and Tourism & Leisure. This is where the partnership and the work in progress observer status with 

African Union is a welcome development. Indeed partnership between AU and APRA is apt at this time as it has been 

manifestly shown that one of the biggest challenges faced by government in achieving sustainable development in 

Africa is poor communication and its near absence in most cases.  

The paper by Emeka Oparah, Director, Corporate Communications, Airtel, Nigeria on “Contemporary Challenges in 

Crisis and Reputation Management” is an exposition of what constitutes crisis and the strategies to be adopted for its 

containment and prevention. Professor Pratt of the Temple University, Philadelphia, USA commented on the paper and 

peter Mutie's challenge to public relations practitioners in Africa and a summarised French translation of the paper are 

all published in this booklet. The paper is lucid, lively and reminds us as professionals what we go through every day. 

Crisis will occur but we have learnt how to contain or mitigate it.

Yomi Badejo-Okusanya

Secretary-General, APRA
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APRA Briefs 

African Public Relations Associations (APRA) formerly know as the Federation of African Public Relations 

Associations (FAPRA), is a non-governmental, non-politcal, and non-profit making professional association establish 

to foster unity via interaction and exchange of ideas amongst public relations practitioners in Africa as a whole and 

through communication, promote social, political and economic integration on the continent. As an association, APRA 

is strongly committed to selling Africa positively through the instrumentality of the public relations profession’. 

Accordingly, the Association will continue to put together a gathering that will draw stakeholders from around the 

continent and beyond in order to herald the journey towards a more positively perceived and prosperous Africa.

As Africa continues her upward rise globally, it is pertinent that all stakeholders combine efforts in the realization of a 

more united and better developed continent of our dream. APRA as the image management clearing house of the 

continent has initiated the 2015 edition of its annual conference and it is expected to draw stakeholders from all sectors 

of the communication Industrial.

Over the years, APRA has held her flagship event; the annual conference, as central amongst activities used to 

promote the profession. The 27th edition of the All Africa Relations Conference, (APRA Younde 2015), themed Africa 

Trending, is riding on the success of the last summit held in the beautiful city of Port Louis, Mauritius in May, 2014. This 

year’s conference, based on the selected theme, is designed to further the deliberations and actions taken on 

resolutions arrived at in Port Louis. We will also use the opportunity to examine critical current developmental issues in 

Africa, especially as it relates to the continent’s image and overall development.

Futhermore, APRA  in its bid to promote the culture of acknowledgment to raise the practice-bar of public relations 

practice through the introduction of the APRA Pyramid Awards for Professional Excellence and Outstanding 

Leadership in Africa  is currently working with Paul Holmes to make this a reality. The awards will celebrate remarkable 

public relations achievement in its numerous dimensions and bring to note, leadership exploits that have projected  

Africa  positively on the global landscape. 
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                                                              APRA  VALUE CHARTER

As an association of professionals, we firmly believe 
in the promotion of African Unity even as we strive 

for the growth of our noble profession on the 
African continent and also the global frontier.

We consciously and conscientiously support the 
exchange and freedom of information at all levels in 
Africa as an indisputable prerequisite for the growth 
of democracy and predominance of the rule of law.

With faith we shall continually fight for a corruption 
- free Africa, promoting high moral standards and 

producing the right kind of leadership.

Seeking enterprise driven and socially responsible 
investment in Africa, we shall establish strategic 

global partnerships that will yield returns to 
enhance the economic and social well being of the 

continent.  
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Contemporary Challenges in Reputation and Crisis 

Management

by 

                                                                        Emeka Oparah

                                          Director, Corporate Communications & CSR, Airtel, Nigeria

Paper delivered at the African Public Relations Association(APRA) pre-conference Public Relations Colloquium in 

association with the Wole Adamolekun Foundation (WAF) on the occasion of  Wole Adamolekun's diamond jubilee. 

Wednesday, March 11, 2015, at the Elizade University, Ilara-Mokin, Ondo State, Nigeria.

L
et me begin, as is customary in public speaking, by thanking the organizers of this symposium for finding me 

worthy to be on this panel of public relations experts who are paying tribute to no less an eminent personality 

than Dr. Wole Adamolekun former Secretary General of the African Public Relations Association (APRA). I 

congratulate Dr. Adamolekun on the10th year of his life-since life, they say, begins at 50. 

Though I feign ignorance of why the organisers selected me to discuss this subject, I will be foolish not to know that 

some people, particularly my colleagues in the business of corporate communications, consider me a wizard of some 

sort in crisis communications in Nigeria. This is because of my track record of surviving or managing(depending on how 

you look at it) six name changes, including what one might call a festering ownership crisis at my place of work. 

Therefore, I reckon the organisers chose me to come and tell the intriguing story of the telecommunications company 

whose names became synonymous with crisis and, of course, share my experience in dealing with it as the person 

responsible for managing the reputation of that entity. 

Well, I came here today fully prepared to disappoint you, because the ownership and leadership crises that plagued the 

company known today as Airtel are still subject to several litigations, on the one hand. On the other hand, the details of 

the issues surrounding the crises are the subjects of one of two books I am currently working on. So, watch this space.

As a token of appreciation for this invitation, however, I will be gracious enough to share highlights of the story of the 

organization that began as Econet, changed to Vodacom, then Vmobile, later Celtel andZain and now, Airtel. 

Thereafter, my contribution, in speaking to the subject of contemporariness, will focus on social media and terrorism 

and how and why both phenomena, relatively novel challenges, have affected reputation and crisis management.

Now, to the business of the day! I have elected, for ease of articulation and presentation, to put crisis in one eye and 

reputation in the other and look at both indifferently. In other words, I will discuss the topic in such a way as to illustrate 

how crisis or crisis management can destroy or build the reputation of an organization.

Definitions

To put my paper in context, it is vital to respond to the question: What is crisis? I will offer three definitions and one of 

them is mine.
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The United Kingdom's (UK) Department for Business Innovation and Skills describes a crisis as “an abnormal 

situation, or even perception, which is beyond the scope of everyday business and which threatens the operation, 

safety and reputation of an organisation.”

Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer (2003) offer the following definition: "A specific, unexpected, and non-routine event or 

series of events that create high levels of uncertainty and threaten or are perceived to threaten an organization's high 

priority goals" (p. 233).

Finally, Emeka Oparah's definition of Crisis: “An incident, predicted or not, which tends to disrupt business and life and 

leads to losses and setback.” My definition is borne out of my 24 years' experience in corporate communications and 

reasonable reading.  It takes into cognizance all kinds of crises including Tsunamis and Tornadoes, Workers' strikes 

and even economic downturn, like Nigeria's which is solely dependent on oil prices and is, by consequence, 

experiencing exchange rate devaluation and spiralling inflation or Greece, which is hanging on a lifeline provided by 

the European Central Bank. 

Lest we degenerate into the feisty politics of Nigeria's economy, let me quickly delve into the next logical question: 

What is Crisis Management? According to Drennan and McConnell (2007), Crisis Management is the process of 

identifying a potential issue or crisis and coordinating organizational or inter-organizational response as necessary.

For me, Crisis Management is a process by which leadership anticipates, prevents and deals with a disruptive 

situation with a view to minimizing the impact. The key points to note, regardless of the definition you choose is that 

crisis management entails as follows:

Ÿ  A process-so it involves a series of activities over time

Ÿ  Is driven from the top-so it's a management function

Ÿ  Designed to deal with the situation (crisis)

Ÿ  Of course, it should minimize the impact on the business or entity.

Classification or Types of Crisis

Perhaps, the easiest categorization of crisis is that which looks at it from the perspective of damage or disruption, in 

which case, we have:

Violent Crisis: Incidents which lead to destruction of lives and property like Tsunamis, earthquakes, Terror attacks, 

plane crashes, strikes (some), accidents, building collapse, gas-leaks, and so on. Here, 9/11 attack on the World 

Trade Centre is, perhaps, one of the most memorable. The MH370 (Malaysian Airliner) which disappeared in broad 

daylight over the Pacific is another. The Boko Haram bomb attacks on the United Nations Building in Abuja and Airtel 

Nigeria Kano Office also come to mind. Of course, there is the world famous Chernobyl Gas Plant explosion in India. 

Then, there is the “mysterious” collapse of a building at the Synagogue of all Nations Church of Pastor T. B. Joshua.

Non-violent: Conversely, these incidents may not immediately lead to loss of lives and property but are potentially 

dangerous with deleterious impact. For example, product recall, computer systems virus or hack attack, scandals, 

workers' strike, etc. We all remember WikiLeaks of 2012, the embarrassing collapse of Janet Jackson's dress while 

performing at the Grammy Awards of 2007, the phone-hacking scandal in the UK and the naked photos of two 
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adulterous Airtel Uganda employees that went viral in 2010.

Regardless of the type, a crisis is a crisis. It is potentially dangerous and can destroy the reputation of an individual or 

organization, if not well managed.  Watergate Scandal, for example, brought down Richard Nixon and denied him the 

chance of re-election after he served out J.F. Kennedy's term. Writing in the Harvard Business Review on Crisis 

Management, Norman R. Augustine, a former Chairman of America Red Cross, stated: “Almost every crisis contains 

within itself the seeds of success and the roots of failure.” The essence of crisis management is, therefore, finding, 

cultivating and harvesting that potential success, Augustine posited.

It is very important for any management or leadership to acknowledge the possibility of crisis and take deliberate steps 

to deal with it. The best step so far is to establish a Crisis Management Team tasked with conducting a business risk 

analysis to identify potential risks and possible crises and developing strategies and plans for avoiding, minimizing and 

dealing with them.

Still reading from Norman R. Augustine, I would like to analyse business crises by identifying six stages.

  1.Avoiding the Crisis: Prevention, it is said, is better than cure. Therefore, Management must take necessary steps to 

prevent crisis as much as possible. By identifying and anticipating potential crises, it is easy to avoid them. Nothing is 

perfect in life; avoidance cannot be perfect but by quickly implementing a new welfare scheme, a strike by Non-

Academic Staff Union of University (NASU) can be avoided, for example.

  2.Preparing to manage the crisis: It is important to note that Noah did not wait for the flood before he started building 

the ark. Because most crises never give a warning, it is important to prepare for the rainy days. This is quite literally so 

for those who live in areas prone to flooding! Some crucial preparatory steps recommend themselves here namely 

establishing a crisis centre, setting up a crisis team, designing some communication. Most organizations conduct Fire 

Drills, as part of preparation. With terrorism now a reality in Nigeria, most organizations conduct evacuation drills and 

other exercises in anticipation of the unfortunate incident of a terror attack. Even Internal Communications on “How to 

identify a terrorist” is most helpful in present day Nigeria

.

  3.Recognizing the crisis: Recognizing crisis can be as simple as perceiving the odour of smoke or gas or fuel. It can 

even be merely by observing restiveness among junior workers, who might be planning a strike. With growing 

terrorism, airports seek out and destroy baggage left unattended hence the repeated announcements you often hear. 

Recognizing potential danger is crucialn managing it.

  4.Containing the crisis: Here the fire is already burning or the bomb has gone off or the naked image of the Chief 

Executive has gone viral. You have to stop it! If you have prepared and recognized the crisis, you can sure contain it. 

The crisis team is in place, we know the spokesperson, the communication is ready and there is a devil's advocate to 

challenge the effort of the team (very crucial to bring out the best in the team!). 

  5.Resolving the crisis: A crisis must not fester. The faster it is resolved the better. The first 24 hours can make or mar 

the crisis management effort. When employees of Airtel Nigeria Call Centre went on strike and then rampage in 2012, 
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the management had to deal with it swiftly-even if it seriously mismanaged the recognition and avoidance stage, as 

you will see shortly.

6.Profiting from the crisis: This looks most unlikely considering what happens in a terror attack or plane crash, but as 

Augustine stated, there is always a silver lining in the dark clouds. That is what he described as “seeds of success” 

embedded in a crisis. The profit is usually in terms of re-building or clawing back reputation and consequently 

revenue and profit. There are rare cases where a crisis, like the fall of Constantinople, has turned to a blessing in 

disguise.  

The Stakeholder Connection

Keeping your stakeholders in mind is critical to the successful management of a crisis, because not only can one bad 

apple spoil the whole bunch, but you need them as advocates too. It is, therefore, a business imperative to know who 

these stakeholders are and understand their psychology and predilections. With that, you can engage them dutifully 

before, during and after a crisis.

For a telecommunications operator like Airtel Nigeria, the stakeholders will include the investors, employees and their 

families and friends, media, government, regulatory agencies, business partners, competition and customers. Soon, 

I will tell you how we mismanaged some of these stakeholders during our Abuja Call Centre Crisis and paid dearly for 

it.

It goes without saying that each of these stakeholder groups are relevant and also powerful and can certainly play 

major roles in resolving or aggravating a crisis, as the case may be.

What to do in the face of a crisis

According to Mark Herford, how an organization responds in the early stages of a crisis can make a big difference to 

its reputation. 

The first 24 hours of a crisis is very crucial as I already stated above. If these hours are mismanaged, then the crisis 

could fester and become more costly in terms of consequence or impact. There are, therefore, 10 Best Practice 

Principles available to an organization to help it minimize reputation damage, according to Herford in his Crisis Make 

or Break-The first 24 hours published on the IPRA website. I will just list them here for discussion:

1. Get ready before the crisis hits.

2. Mobilize your communication effort as quickly-or even more quickly-than your operational response.

3. Activate the Crisis Team and the Crisis Room.
4. Get out early-control or influence the dialogue from the outset.
5. Ensure you get an initial statement out to the media and key internal and external stakeholders within the first hour 

of learning of the crisis.             

6. Lead with the facts.
7. Show sympathy and concern for all affected parties (Sympathy, concern, facts, solution and Reassurance).

8. Put the incident into context of time and space.

9. Do not speculate on the cause of the incident or the likely outcome.

10. Provide regular updates to all stakeholders.
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Changing Realities; Contemporary challenges

All I have done in the foregoing is to present the classical approach to understanding and dealing with crisis and how it 

affects corporate reputation. With some luck, all of these will work out fine if followed carefully and strictly. However, 

that was before the dawn of Social Media or New Media!

The environment of crisis communication has changed drastically with the evolution of social media and citizen 

journalism. I will tell you why and how, if you do not know. I will also share with you how this became a major undoing of 

Airtel Nigeria, among other challenges (some self-imposed) during the Abuja Call Centre Crisis. 

Another phenomenon, which has changed the landscape of crisis management, is Terrorism. Until 9/11, not many 

organizations reckoned with terrorists and terrorism, but all that has changed. Ask the global Airline industry. In 

Nigeria, it used to be said that there could NEVER be terrorism in Nigeria because the people loved life and enjoyed it 

to the fullest. All that has changed with the activities of Boko Haram, which have claimed over 15, 000 lives and 

displaced more than 1.5 m especially in the North East. I will also share with you how Airtel Nigeria managed a Boko 

Haram attack on its Kano office in 2012.

Case 1: Airtel Nigeria Abuja Call Centre Crisis

Following the signing of a Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) Agreement with two Indian corporations, Airtel 

Nigeria outsourced its Call Centre in Abuja to Spanco and the one in Lagos to Tech Mahindra.

From the outset, the employees of the Call Centres viewed the deal with suspicion. Though most of them were not 

direct employees of Airtel Nigeria, they felt a part of the company and feared justifiably that this outsourcing will put 

paid to whatever claim they had to being part of Airtel. Almost immediately, there was disquiet over salaries and 

allowances and, in some cases, number of leave days legally accruable to employees. There were rumours that both 

companies would review all of these downwards; rumours fuelled by the general perception of Indian businesses as 

very cost-conscious, even too shrewd.

Apparently, the Managers at Tech Mahindra in Lagos were handling it better than their Abuja counterparts, at least at 

the early stages, because on June 17, 2011, the Abuja Call Centre Agents downed tools and refused to pick calls. 

Expectedly, the management of Airtel waded into the crisis given the deleterious impact it had on its customer service 

delivery. It ended within 24 hours, but not without serious financial and reputation cost to Airtel. There was a total 

media blackout because the PR team moved quickly to engage the media. The  attempt of the Agents to appear on 

the programme of one of the television stations was scuttled.

In July, there was yet another face-off, which involved both the Abuja and Lagos Agents and some of the Showroom 

staff across the country. Apparently, there had been increased awareness among the Agents, which led them to 

unionize surreptitiously. They had joined the National Union of Post & Telegraph Employees (NUPTE) led by Mr. 

Sunday Alhassan. Recruitment had covered both Call Centres and Showrooms and they were firmly determined to 

battle their employers to avoid any cut in their salaries and allowances as well as leave days. The sit-down lasted 
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three days and massively disrupted the operations of Airtel Nigeria.

While trying to mediate between the Agents and their employers, Airtel took some steps to secure its business 

including re-routing call traffic to other countries and beefing up security around its facilities. For some reason, 

management erroneously assumed the problem was not really theirs but that of Spanco and Tech Mahindra. That 

was a major mistake, as you would soon see. Again, the Communication team ensured that media blackout attended 

those these three days of protest. 

Before now, I had sought and gotten the contact details of the President of the Union and started engaging him. We 

met twice in Abuja and he visited Airtel's Lagos Head Office.  He insisted Airtel was the “one we know”. He wanted to 

meet our Management and have them sign an MoU with NUPTE. Of course, we declined his requests. 

Meanwhile, the Agents became more organized, more belligerent, and less co-operative with their employers. As it 

were, they were able to mobilize all the Agents in the two Call Centres and the Showrooms. Recall that both the 

Agents and the Showroom staff were either contract staff of Bezaleel or CCNL, who provided the workers for the two 

Call Centres and 26 Showrooms before the BPO Agreement. I was reliably informed that during their strategy 

meetings, they discussed communication and decided to use the social media rather than the traditional media, over 

which they believed my team had a strong influence and control. They also decided to bypass the NUPTE President, 

whom they considered a sell-out because of the trail of calls they observed between him and me.

The foregoing, therefore, set the stage for the mega-protest of October, the mother of all protests, if you will. This one 

had all the elements of a full-scale Industrial Dispute. They shut down both Call Centres. They held rallies, from where 

the Agents, now joined by other union members from other organizations moved from showroom to showroom to shut 

them down and chase away customers. They attacked the Main Switch in Abuja and cut off most of our customers in 

the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) and contiguous states from the network. Blackberry Messenger (BBM), Twitter 

and Facebook were used in place of traditional media to create awareness. This left my team and I helpless. The 

mainstream media had no option but to pick up the story. 

Soon, important stakeholders started making comments. The Committees on Telecommunication at the National 

Assembly got involved. Individual members of the House of Representative and Senate issued statements in the 

media in support of the rampaging agents. The summons started flying: The Federal Ministry of Labour and 

Productivity summoned the Management of Airtel Nigeria. The House of Representatives Committee on 

Telecommunications and their counterparts in the Senate summoned the company too. The Lagos State House of 

Assembly also summoned us. The media were all over me seeking clarifications and rehashing the most spurious 

allegations of “slave labour, Indianization, maltreatment, poor remuneration” against Spanco and Tech Mahindra 

and, by extension, Airtel. 

The crisis lasted 13 days, cost the business over $280m in lost revenue, and damaged facilities. We could not 

quantify the cost in terms of loss of reputation due to the negative perception that built up during the crisis. There were 
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over 100,000 column inches or negative reports in the media not to talk of over 500,000 tweets, retweets, BBMs, 

Facebook posts and comments.  Do not forget that the affected Agents were mostly young people who were very 

social media savvy. The cost was a whole lot, by any standard, and the losses an unwholesome lot. 

Finally and most importantly, Airtel alongside Spanco and Tech Mahindra entered into a negotiation with both NUPTE 

and NLC moderated by the Minister of Labour and Productivity. Crucially, a MoU was signed, which guaranteed that 

none of the Agents would be victimized for their role in the crisis; all outstanding leave days be monetized and a very 

robust Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS) was agreed for any Agent who wanted to exit the business.  

What Airtel Did Wrong

  1. Externalized the problem (We felt it was not our headache but that of Spanco and Tech Mahindra).
  2. Mismanaged the BPO Agreement (We should have anticipated the crisis).
  3. Under rated the power of social media.
  4. Waited too long to engage the stakeholders.
  5. Did not recognize the crisis even with all the warning signs.
  6. Did not reckon with the “Indiaskepticism” among Nigerians.

What Airtel Did Right

  1. Took advantage of our good relationship with the media to protect the company in the first and second face-off

 2. Recovered quickly to engage the various stakeholders: Had a very compelling presentation at the National                    

Assembly and Lagos  State House of Assembly

  3. Engaged the more credible traditional media which created significant doubt about what came through the social    

media

  4. Launched the Adopt-a-School CSR initiative which immediately earned us massive media mileage and positive  

public perception.

  5. Organized sponsored trips to our Indian operation for members of the Telecommunications Committee of NASS,  

Ministry of labour and Organized Labour. 

 6. Announced the commencement of the construction of ultra-modern Call Centres in Ibadan and Abeokuta by   

Spanco and Tech  Mahindra, respectively.

  7. Developed a Social Media Strategy supervised by a Manager in my Team.

Case Two: Boko Haram Attack on Airtel Nigeria Kano Shop

For most corporate organizations in Nigeria, the Boko Haram suicide bomb attack on This day Newspaper's Abuja 

Office was their own 9/11. For telecommunication service providers, it got even worse with sporadic attacks on our 

facilities located in the North East of Nigeria, the hotbed of Boko Haram activities. What is even more challenging was 

the series of letters purportedly written by the terror group threatening to attack the telcos and kill key staff, if they did 

not desist from assisting security officers to track them down. Some of the letters sought to extort the operators with 

demands of various huge sums of money otherwise they would be obliterated from the surface of the earth. 
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Quite naturally, the operators were scared, confused and threatened at the same time. In view of the viciousness of 

Boko Haram, like their Middle Eastern counterparts, ISIS, and Al-Shabbab of the Maghreb, the Telco's were justifiably 

frightened. Of course, it was also suggested the letters could be scams from people seeking to profit from the Boko 

Haram phenomenon. There was, therefore, talk among operators of the possibility of more than one Boko Haram, 

perhaps a franchise seeking to cash in on the terror threat.

In any case, operators took extra security measures to protect employees and facilities. With the attacks occurring 

even outside the North Eastern states and affecting Kano and Kaduna, both commercial and political nerve-centres, 

Airtel took necessary precautionary steps to fortify its security cordon around the Zonal offices (which double as 

showrooms) and the switches and base stations. The company worked with the Joint Task Force (JTF) comprising the 

Military, the Department of Security Service and the Police to get standing armed guards and patrol cover for all 

facilities.

Until December 2012, the attacks were strictly limited to base stations, which were routinely bombed or set on fire. On 

one occasion, armed insurgents attacked a base station in Yobe state, shot and killed an Engineer who was working 

on the site. The other workers managed to escape. However, on this very December 22 at about 5:30 am, a suicide 

bomber drove a Honda car into our Kano Office, which exploded on impact. The explosion and the ensuing inferno 

damaged the office building and equipment, destroyed eight company cars in the premises and affected the switch 

located within the premises. Shortly after the attack on Airtel, there was an attempt to attack MTN, which the armed 

soldiers on guard thwarted. They identified and shot dead the driver of another Honda car laden with IEDs aiming for 

the MTN office complex located next to the Airtel Office. Of course, by this time, people had gathered and the impact 

would have been worse. In the Airtel office attack, no lives were lost as it was a bit too early.

Ideally, we would not have made any statement until we ascertained the safety of our employees to avoid sending 

their families into a frenzied panic, but with social media, the news and photos were out there in seconds!  Therefore, 

families and friends of our Kano staff as well as the media inundated us with enquiries. So, for the first hour or two, we 

were disoriented as an organization. This was made worse by the overbearing influence of security agencies giving 

conflicting orders. For instance, we had to clear our press release with all the security agencies and by the time we 

were done with the approvals, it was already past mid-day.

Thankfully, there was no loss of lives. The cars and other properties including the buildings were insured. Therefore, 

we had to leave the scene as is for the insurers and the security agencies to do their work. As soon as our press 

release was issued clarifying the situation and affirming no loss of lives, the uneasy calm relaxed. The Crisis team 

contacted all the employees, except one individual, who could not be reached because he had travelled out of town. 

The suspense and tension lasted slightly more than 24 hours and he personally called in to confirm his safety.

Business recovery took another 72 hours because we needed to identify and set up a temporary office with wireless 

internet and office equipment like copiers, printers, water dispensers, functional air-conditioners and toilet facilities. 

Of course, we could not attend to customers, resulting in loss of sales and customer service issues already 

exacerbated by the partial damage done to the switch. Engineers worked day and night, with security cover, to re-

route call traffic to another switch.
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What Airtel Did right

1. In the circumstance, the company was in good standing with the security agencies.
2. Our crisis team was smart and effective, making contact with employees, relocating the offices, notifying 

the insurance companies and issuing a press statement and internal communication to inform other 

employees about what was happening.

What Airtel Did wrong

1. The Communication team did not reckon with the influence of the security apparatus in the release of 

information.

Conclusion

The two cases mentioned above, the Call Centre Crisis and the Kano Office Terror Attack, both occurred in 

the new communication world order of digital or online media and citizen journalism. In this era, the public 

relations manager has little or no control over what gets said and published or gets seen. His relationship 

with the media counts for less than 50% of how media platforms tell his story and how stakeholders 

perceive his organization. The game has therefore changed.

Ekaterina Walter, writing in Forbes Magazine, listed what she called top 10 tips for reputation and crisis 

management in a digital world, and I totally agree with her.

  1. Listen and be present.
  2. Set the right expectations.
  3. Be transparent. 

 4. Respond thoughtfully: According to The Retail Consumer Report, commissioned by Right Now and              

conducted online by Harris Interactive in January 2011, of those customers who received a reply in 

response to their negative review 33% turned around and posted a positive review, and 34%  

deleted their original negative review. 85% of consumers said they would be willing to pay  anywhere 

between 5-25% over the standard price to ensure a superior customer experience.

  5. Don not lose your cool-ever.
  6. Have a crisis management team in place.
  7. Manage access to social media platforms carefully.
  8. Post moderation guidelines.
  9. Hire experienced community managers.
 10. In addition, remember you will never please everybody.

On that note, ladies and gentlemen, let me close by quoting Warren Buffet: “It takes 20 years to build a 

reputation and five minutes to destroy. If you think of that, you will do things differently.”

I thank you for your time and attention. 

Emeka Oparah Director, Corporate Communications & CSR, 

Airtel Networks Limited
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           A Commentary on Mr. Emeka Oparah's Keynote Address,
 “Contemporary Challenges in Reputation and Crisis Management”

by Professor Cornelius B. Pratt, Temple University, Philadelphia, USA

 

Mr. Emeka Oparah's keynote address is a thoroughly insightful analysis befitting festivities on milestones 

accomplished by our friend, our brother, our colleague, our mentor. Mr. Oparah's analysis benefits 

immensely from his leadership of amajor communications program crucial to enhancing the reputation, to 

nurturing the stature, and to serving the interests of stakeholders of one of Nigeria's foremost 

communication companies, Airtel, whose communication crisis was typical of those of 

organizationscatapulted into the vortices of dire situations.  As Mr. Oparah noted, an organization such as 

Airtel had had six name changes, which may have resulted in an identity crisis.  Its call centers had a labor 

unrest over allegations of “slave labor, Indianization, maltreatment, poor remuneration.”From a 

communication standpoint, while the outcomes of the name change and of the labor dispute seem 

predictable, thereby undermining the intensity of their unexpectedness while raising questions on 

organizational preparedness, the assault of the terrorist organization, Boko Haram, on Nigerians and their 

institutions poses a true form of crisis for which there are no clear precedents or guideposts in the crisis-

communication literature.

But Mr. Oparah does something even more daring and much more creditable: he offers a nuanced critique 

of sorts of Airtel's and of government agencies' crisis-response programs.  Such an approach moves 

forward our discourse on reputation specifically and on crisis management generally-but only to a degree.  

It would have been perhaps much more useful if his analysis had also considered two additional themes: 

integrating theory and the strategic discourse of renewal into crisis management; and rebranding 

organizational crises as proxies for opportunities. 

In some ways, I get a sense that Mr. Oparah was treading gingerly: he did not want to express any 

displeasure over the seeming reluctance of crisis managers in acknowledging publicly the degree to which 

their actions are theoretically and strategically grounded.  Butthat should be a welcome acknowledgment, 

in light of the immense value and relevance of theory and strategy to crisis management. As I wrote in my 

coedited book titled Case Studies in Crisis Communication: International Perspectives on Hits and Misses 

(Routledge, 2012), “ theories are indeed a lighthouse in the dark, a Global Positioning System, of sorts, 

such as a Garmin or a TomTom; they tell us precisely how we can most effectively implement our programs 

and how we can identify, segment, and connect strategically with, say, our publics-without possibly veering 

off course” (p. 4).  Such reasoning is consistent with that of 18th-century German philosopher Immanuel 

Kant (1793/1974) who wrote that a crucial test of any theory is its capacity to guide action in fruitful ways.  

And, more than seven decades ago, social psychologist Kurt Lewin (1951) wrote, “There's nothing so 

practical as a good heory.”Recently, Clifford Christians, a communication ethicist, wrote: “. . . theory  t

should be redefined as meaningful portraits and not statistically precise formulations derived from 
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artificially fixed conditions.  Theorizing . . . [is] the power of the imagination to give us an inside perspective 

on reality [emphasis added]” (2008, p. 187).

My own take is that theory—that is, a good crisis-communication theory—is synonymous with good 

practice.  Crisis managers are well served by theories such as William Benoit's (1997) theory of image 

restoration and by William Coombs's (2007, 2008, 2009) situational crisis communication theory (SCCT).  

An evolving strategy in crisis communication today is that of discourse of renewal, an extension of the 

theory of apologia (Ware &Linkugel, 1973) and of Benoit's image repair discourse. The first two 

theories—Benoit's and SCCT—are widely used by organizations in crises; discourse of renewal tends to 

be given short shrift only because organizations are usually more interested in cost-saving, two-way 

asymmetrical communication than in one that requires a fundamental change in how they do business, 

which, ideally, requires two-way symmetrical communication.  The point here is that the discourse of 

renewal is well served by a symmetrical communication process that moves crisis response well beyond 

the crisis per se to an arena that considers, as Robert Ulmer, Matthew Seeger, and Timothy Sellnow state, 

recovering, building, and moving beyond the crisis.  Granted, governments' response to the Boko Haram 

security crisis is still work in progress.  But how did Airtel move beyond the crisis by making substantive 

institutional changes in response to labor disputes?  

On rebranding a crisis as an opportunity, Mr. Oparah comes close to that notion in his generous references 

to Norman Augustine's (1995) assertion that “almost every crisis contains within itself the seeds of success. 

. .” (p. 148).  But Mr. Augustine is implying that a crisis does not only refer to difficulties or failures, but also to 

successes.  An example: The Boeing Company, an aircraft manufacturer, was the first to use revolutionary 

lithium-ion batteries on its aircraft-the 787 Dreamliner.  In 2013, the batteries overheated, causing fires or 

emergencies on several aircraft.  Concerns were raised about the safety of the innovation, which was a 

catalyst for the company's redesigning the batteries for better, safer performance. Eventually, Boeing 

succeeded in allaying public and investor concerns about its invention.  Even though that crisis had “seeds 

of success” it was hardly positioned publicly as an opportunity. Positioning a crisis as an opportunity is 

consistent with the discourse of renewal; such rebranding needs to be emphasized publicly in corporate 

responses to crises primarily because of its heft in moving a crisis-fraught organization well beyond the 

present.   

In sum, this commentary acknowledges the strengths of Mr. Oparah's analysis. And it recommends that 

crises managers take two actions: to demonstrate an avowed interest in crisis-communication theories and 

strategies and to emphasize a rebranded notion of crises as clear opportunities for corporate growth and 

success. Corporations will be much better served by taking both actions, which are well beyond the 

standard, cookie-cutter sing- or play-alongs in crisis management. Both actions also require that crisis-

communication plans be implemented in a manner consistent with interpreting crises as corporate 

platforms for building and strengthening organizations.The Boeing Company demonstrated precisely that 
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in its 787 Dreamlinerpostcrisisprogram.
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   IT IS TIME TO HAVE OUR FEET WELL POSITIONED GLOBALLY
by Peter Mutie, CEO Ocean Communications, Nairobi Kenya.

It's a pleasure to have joined my friend, brother and colleague Dr. Wole Adamolekun during PR colloquium 

via a video link in Nairobi. The colloquium provided an excellent forum to exchange public relations 

development in the continent. Of course Wole has played a major role in positioning the profession, serving 

at the highest PR echelons at the corporate level. This, coupled with Wole'sexemplary service as the 

Secretary General of APRA, is an achievement I personally take pride of.

As I mentioned during the colloquium, public relationsin Africa has come of age and matches any other 

global standards. What we haven't done in the continent, however, is to showcase the continent's capacity 

in the profession. We haven't published enough. We are hardly meeting the same levels of research and 

publishing as is the case in Europe and America. 

We therefore have a duty and a task to put Africa's PR prowess in the global map by writing more, 

researching and publishing at equal measures with the rest of the globe. APRA would like to provide such a 

forum for our professionals to accomplish the above suggestions. Already, some effort has gone into this 

area, with the publication of the various papers submitted in APRA annual conferences that stretch as far 

back as 2002. Incidentally, this effort was initiated and done by Wole Adamolekun, which is why I need to 

once more acknowledge Wole's inputs as far as PR development if Africa is concerned.

Going forward, we need to infuse more knowledge by creating a pool of accomplished PR professionals 

and academicians from Africa, who will document through publications and research, the many 

achievements we are realizing in the continent. This proposal will be further discussed during the APRA 

meeting coming up in Cameroon this May 2015.

As APRA celebrates 40 years of existence, it is important that this age is reflected in the stature of the 

profession. 40 years is not mean age, and should therefore catapult us to the next frontier of the profession. 

It is true that if you smile in darkness, no matter how wide that smile is, no one will see it. In Africa, we must 

showcase our profession for us to be counted in the global arena. This is a major route towards scaling 

heights and soaring high in PR. And the time to do so is NOW.

Peter Mutie, APRA President
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                     Les mutations de la gestion de réputation et decrise
 
Je voudrais en guise de passage en revue de deux cas de gestion de crise chez la compagnie de 

téléphonie mobile, Airtel, auxquels j'ai été très impliqué en ma qualité de gestionnaire de réputation de 

l'entreprise attirer l'attention surlesmutationsdu contexte général de gestion de crise.

D'abord, qu'est-ce qu'une crise ? Il existe de très bonnes définitions du terme.En m'appuyant sur celles-ci 

mais aussisur mes 24 ans de métier, je propose de m'attaquer à la question un peu par détour en 

définissant plutôt le terme de gestion de crise. Je dirai que la gestion de crise consiste du processus par 

lequel la direction d'une organisation anticipe, essaie d'éviter et compose avec des phénomènes 

perturbateurs de façon à en réduire les conséquences. Il ressort de cette caractérisation un point capital :la 

gestion de criserelève de la fonction management.

Si j'aborde ici en tandem la gestion de crise et la gestion de réputation, c'est parce qu'une crise a toujours le 

potentiel de ternir la réputation de l'organisation. Dans la mesure où on ne peut jamais écarter la possibilité 

de celle-ci,l'idéal seraitd'engager des mesures pour faire face àl'éventualité et la première démarche à cet 

égard consiste à constituer une cellule de crise. Selon Norman R. Augustine, ancien président de 

l'American Red Cross, la gestion de crise en entreprise consiste de six actions, à savoir : éviter la crise ; 

préparer sa réponse à la crise ; reconnaître la crise lorsqu'elle est ; contenir la crise ; résoudre la crise ; et 

tirer parti de la crise.J'ajouterais seulement que la réussite d'opération de gestion de crise dépendra dans 

une large mesured'une communication efficace avec les parties prenantesdont la compréhension est 

toujours nécessaire pour surmonter la crise.

On sait aussi que les premières actions engagées face à une crise influeront beaucoup sur les résultats 

desefforts de gestion de celle-ci et permettront de réduire au minimum les dégâts sur la réputation de 

l'organisation (se reporter au « Make or Break: The first 24 hours » de Mark Herford, disponible sur le site 

Web de l'IPRA, pour une liste des 10 principes de meilleure pratique face à une situation de crise).

Ma perspectivejusqu'ici a étécelle de la gestion de crise classique. Or, force est de reconnaître que le 

contexte général de la gestion de crise a révolu depuis la révolutiondes réseaux sociaux et dujournalisme 

citoyen,mais aussi depuis les événements du 11 septembre 2001 et l'émergence du terrorisme comme 

déclencheur de crise en entreprise. Aucun pays, aucune organisation n'est désormais à l'abri. Et les deux 

crises d'Airtel dont les grandes lignes sont évoquées ci-après me paraissent très révélatricesde ces 
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mutations.

Cas no 1 : crise du centre d'appel d'Abujadébutée en juillet 2011.Cette crise a été déclenchée par 

l'externalisation par Airtel au profit de deux sociétés indiennes, Spanco et TechMahindra, des centres 

d'appel d'Abuja et de Lagos respectivement. Si bon nombre du personnel des centres n'étaient pas des 

personnels d'Airtel en tant que tel, cela ne les a pas empêché de voir dans cette démarche un moyen de 

mettre fin aux liens qu'ils avaient avec Airtel et de les priver des avantages y afférents. Le refus de la 

direction d'Airtel de « s'immiscer dans une affaire qui ne regarde que les sous-traitants » et le refus par notre 

cellule de crise de l'accès au média traditionnel aux travailleurs les ont poussé à se radicaliser et à se 

syndiquer. En particulier, ils les ont poussé à exploiter les réseaux sociaux—Facebook, Twitter, BBM, etc.— 

pour contourner le refus de fait d'accès au média et porter leur message auprès du grand public et, 

finalement, retourner la situation en leur avantage. Ainsi, par un concours extraordinaire de circonstances, y 

compris l'incompétence du sous-traitant du centre d'appel d'Abuja, la réputation des entreprises indiennes 

parmi les Nigérians et notre propre arrogance, début octobre, Airtel avaitentre les mains une véritable 

agitation sociale, avec arrêt de travail et perturbations importantes du service clientèle. Le mot était partout 

;on nous convoquait partout pour nous demander des explications. Airtel n'avait plus le choix et a dû 

intervenir directement pour mettre fin à la crise. Durée de l'essentiel de la crise : 13 jours. Coûts pour Airtel : 

280 millions de dollars en manque à gagner et locaux saccagés ; en particulier, des dégâts inestimables sur 

la réputation de l'entreprise. Je dirais que la plus grande leçon de cette épisode consiste du rôle que les 

réseaux sociaux ont joué pour donner l'avantage aux grévistes et, chez Airtel, la leçon a été vite tirée 

puisque nous avons immédiatement procéder à la mise en place d'une politique sur les réseaux sociaux.
o

Cas n  2 : attentat terroriste de BokoHaram contre le bureaud'Airtel à Kano (décembre 2012). A la date de 

cet attentat il existait déjà, grâce à l'attentant contre les locaux du journal ThisDay, une prise de conscience 

générale chez les entreprises du pays des risquesd'attentat terroriste et on avait déjà enregistré un certain 

nombre d'attentats contre les stations de base et autres installations des compagnies de téléphonie mobile. 

Or, ce matinde décembre 2012, les attentats ont pris une nouvelle dimensionpuisque les terroristes ont ciblé 

le bureau d'Airtel dans la ville de Kanodans un attentat à la voiture piégée. Pour nous, l'idéal aurait été 

d'attendred'y voir plus clair et de nous assurer que tous nos personnels étaient sains et saufs avant d'aller à 

la presse ou de tenter de contacter les familles, etc.mais les réseaux nous ont devancés et les nouvelles, 
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images à l'appui, étaient partout en un rien de temps ;on nous appelait de partout. Fort heureusement, 

l'attaque a eu lieu au petit matin, à une heure où il y avait très peu de monde dans les locaux. Il n'y a donc pas 

eu de morts malgré d'importants dégâts matériels. 

Quelle leçon générale faut-il tirer de ces deux cas ?Simple : l'époque contemporaine est celle du triomphe 

des réseaux sociaux et du journalisme citoyen et un gestionnaire des relations publiques aura tort de croire 

qu'il reste toujours maître de la manière dont sont présentéespar les médiasdes informations qu'il est 

pourtant censé gérer.                            

                                                              
                                                                                                                                                         
              
              
              
              
              
                                     
                               
              
              
              
              
              
              
              
              
              
              
     

                                                                                                                                                      

         

     Traduction par
 Dr .Uzoma Chukwu 

 uc.trancilations@gmail.com 
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authored four chapters in public relations books and several scholarly articles in peer 
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including Candid communications Limited and Richland Communications, an advertising firm, where he managed big 
brands like Emzor pharmaceuticals, Coscharis group and Nexim Bank. Emeka also spent 8 years of his career working 
with Cadbury Nigeria where he served as the Media relations Manager.
Upon joining Airtel Nigeria in 2002 as a Public Relations officer, he rose to become Head of Public Relations, Events and 
Sponsorship in 2007. He then became the Head of Corporate Communications in 2009. As a goldfish which has no 
hiding place, Emeka again rose in 2010 to become a member of the Executive Council of Airtel Nigeria and a Director in 
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