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Dealing with crisis is an ingrained skill for most health care professionals who come to work

each day prepared for emergency response, trauma and significant health events.

Crisis within an organization, however, requires a different set of skills and abilities. While

every large organization must deal with problems daily - from labour issues, to client

complaints, to service disruptions - problems don't become crises until they escape the

organization before employees and managers can control them.

The Institute for Crisis Management (ICM) defines organizational crisis as:

• A significant business disruption that stimulates extensive news media coverage.

The resulting public scrutiny will affect the organization's normal operations and

also could have a political, legal, financial and governmental impact on its business.

There are four basic causes of a business crisis: acts of God; technical/mechanical problems;

human errors; and management decisions/indecision. It is widely acknowledged that most

crises fall in the last category.

We know that the most effective crisis management occurs when potential crises are detected

and dealt with quickly - before they can impact the organization's business. Communications

and reputation management expert Bill Patterson says that a good image is a terrible thing to

lose, affirming that manyyears of hard work can be destroyed in moments by poor reputation

management.

However, experts also agree that a lot can be done to minimize the damage of bad news,

provided that organizations are prepared for crisis. Two things are key:

• An established crisis management strategy; and

• A "reservoir of goodwill" in the community.

Before crisis ever hits the organization, it is essential to focus on good public relations. In this

way, the organization will enter inevitable crisis periods having a solid reputation with both the

public and the media. As Patterson states, ""The most important rule in defending, preserving,

or enhancing a reputation is that you work at it all year long, regardless of whether or not a

crisis strikes."

To accomplish this, Eastern Health needs to strengthen its strategic communications and public

relations capacity.

What is a Crisis?
Eastern Health Today
Achieving Stability
Recovery:

Defining the Brand
Research
Effective Communications

Summary
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What is a Crisis?

A crisis is an issue or situation resulting in a significant disruption of normal activities that will

stimulate extensive media coverage and public scrutiny.

Features:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Types:

•
•

Appears suddenly

Escalates in intensity

Demands a quick reaction

Disrupts normal routines and performance

Creates uncertainty, anxiety and stress

Threatens the organization's reputation

Challenges the organization's financial, physical and human resources

Focuses the media and others on the organization

Alters the organization permanently

Sudden Crisis

Smoldering Crisis

The sudden crisis is a disruption in the organization's normal routine that occurs with little or

no warning and generates extensive news coverage and public scrutiny. It may impact

negatively upon our employees and physicians; our patients, residents and clients; our business

operations; our financial resources; and our public reputation.

Examples of a sudden crisis include:

• A business-related accident resulting in significant property damage.

• The death or serious illness or injury of employees, contractors, customers, visitors.

• The sudden death or incapacitation of a key executive.

• Discharge of hazardous chem icals or other materials into the environment.

• Accidents that cause the disruption of telephone or communications technology.

• Any natural disaster that disrupts operations or endangers employees.

• Any unexpected job action or labor disruption.

While it is essential to prepare as best we can for sudden crises, it is often the slow-burning,

smoldering crisis that can cause the most damage. A smoldering crisis, as the name suggests,

" ...smolders like an ember in the fireplace until some change brings the emberto a flame."This

is a condition that is potentially damaging and of which someone in the organization has

knowledge but does nothing.

Examples of a smoldering business crisis include:

• Indications of a sting operation by a news organization or government agency.

• Violations that could result in fines or legal action.

• Patient, resident or client allegations of improper conduct.

• Investigation by a government agency.
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•
•
•

Action by a disgruntled employee.
Indications of significant legal/jud icial/regulatory action.

Discovery of serious internal problems that will have to be disclosed.
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Eastern Hea Ith Today

It is clear that Eastern Health is in the midst of a serious business crisis that requires immediate
action.

The sudden loss of the C.E.O., the judicial inquiry into breast cancer testing and a government
task force into adverse event reporting, intense media scrutiny, stakeholder criticism, staff and
physician criticism, and a barrage of negative issues are all damaging Eastern Health's
reputation.

At the root of the current crisis are two key issues: stakeholder communications and leadership.
Questions about the competence of our management team, combined with ineffective
communications, are contributing to the larger concern that Eastern Health is unable to deliver
quality health services.

Most concerning is the fact that not only government and politicians, the general public, our
clients and the media are doubting our abilities - our own people are doubting us as well.

Can we recover?

Although Eastern Health may never be the same, we have the skills and abilities - not to
mention the duty and obligation - to be a better, stronger and more effective organization.

How do we recover?

The first, key step is to achieve some stability as an organization.

To dothis, we need to:
1. Acknowledge that we are in crisis;
2. Accept that normal operations may be altered indefinitely;
3. Decide on key priorities and areas offocus;
4. Address the key issues with decisive action; and
5. Establish a stability strategy;

Following this, the organization can begin the process of recovery. This will be influenced
largely by the following actions:

1. Defining and positioning the organization: the new Eastern Health "brand";
2. Understanding, communicating with and engaging stakeholders effectively; and
3. Preparing the organization for future crisis situations.
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Achieving Stability

We are already on the path towards recovery.

Executive has acknowledged that the organization is presently in crisis and decisive steps have
been taken to address some key issues. Meetings with the Board, senior leadership, managers
and physicians, will assist Executive in defining where we are as an organization.

The purpose of the upcoming Executive retreat is to define key priorities and layout a plan to
move the organization forward.

The Stability Strategy
A formal stability strategy will outline the organization's immediate key priorities and will
include:

•
•
•

consistent and pervasive key messages;
a plan for increased stakeholder communications, internally and externally; and
consistently applied practices and protocols.

The objective is to layout a means by which our leadership can "get through" the crisis, address
key concerns and propel the organization towards recovery.

Achieving stability will not happen over night and will require significant human and financial
resource investment.

Prior to the resig nation of the C.E.O., Eastern Health approached Bristol Com munications
about the development of a recovery strategy. Originally, Bristol was awarded a contract to
create a crisis communications plan for the organization. We asked them to refine the original
proposal based on developing events.

Key actions for Executive include:

•

•

•

striking a crisis management team from Executive, Communications, Planning and
Ouality with a dedicated Communications resource; and
providing the team with a budget to hire Bristol Communications on retainer to
support the team and to develop a recovery strategy for the organization.
Develop a strategy to engage the media more effectively and to express concerns
raised on fair and accurate reporting, possibly through editorial boards or direct
meetings with key producers! reporters.

It is not possible for Eastern Health to address the ongoi ng crisis effectively with the current
complement of staff and resources. Resources within Strategic Communications are already
stretched thinly and investments within the department in both human and fiscal capacity need
to be considered. A business plan is being developed to address investments in Strategic
Communications.
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Recovery

Events of the last six months have certainly had a negative impact on the organization's

perception in the public and amongst all our stakeholders, internally and externally. However,

the damage to our reputation is not insurmountable if we take the steps necessary to rebuild

our credibility.

In today's current environment a good business image is essential. Without it, Eastern Health

will constantly be distracted from its primary purposes and goals by issues we should be able to

deal with outside of the public sphere.

In their recovery proposal, Bristol Communications identifies the im porta nee of brand

management:

"Organizations are beginning to recognize the difference between image and

reputation. It goes beyond advertising and traditional image management. To build an

enduring and resilient reputation a company must establish strong relationships not

only with customers (in this case, patients) but also, with other key stakeholders. An

organization also has to meet the expectations of its em ployees, external stakeholders

and the communities that it serves. Organizations can't afford to ignore specialized

groups like governments and media to name a few. The opinions and interactions of all

these stakeholders affect the way a company is regarded, in essence its corporate

reputation."

Developing a recovery strategy will allow Eastern Health to:

• Restore public confidence in the healthcare system

• Re-brand (image boost) Eastern Health

• Demonstrate leadership within the organization

• Engage employees and instill pride

• Move from crisis to stability

Defining the Brand

One effective definition of an organization's brand is "the promise of an experience consistently

del ivered."

What is the prom ise that we want to deliver to our patients, residents and cl ients, and what do

we want them to say about their Eastern Health experience 7

To answer these questions, Eastern Health needs to engage in a positioning process. This is

closely aligned with the work underway with Hewitt on defining our employee value

proposition, because clearly no matter how we position the organization, it is our employees

who have to deliver on who and what we say we are every day.

Moreover, the public perception of our organization impacts upon on our employees as well.

Research has shown that the way external stakeholders view an organization directly correlates

with how employees feel about the work they do and about their employer. As Jim Clemmer
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says in Team Spirit Builtjrom the Top "Most people wantto be on a winning team, to feel proud

of the organization and their own accomplishments."

However, as Clemmer and others point out, external advertising and branding that is

inconsistent with how employees experience the organization "increases the 'snicker factor',

deepens cynicism, and emotionally disconnects the staff delivering the services from the

organization."

Eastern Health needs to brand its organization from the inside out, using values and

organizational ideals as the premise. One possible approach is to develop a storytelling

campaign that uses the experiences of our employees and those we serve to define who we are

as an organization.

In addition, we need to seek opportunities to increase our profile through public speaking and

presentations, publications - such as Our Health - and other promotional opportunities.

Research

The development of any recovery strategy must be founded on solid research. There are six

recognized factors for measuring corporate reputation:

• Financial performance

• Ouality

• Employee treatment

• Community involvement
• Environmental performance

• Organizational issues

The Hewitt Management survey and planned staff survey will provide some insight into how

our employees feel about Eastern Health. To measure the quality of the service we provide

along with our impression in the community, the organization needs to undertake regular

external stakeholder research as well.

Bristol Communications recommends undertaking initial baseline research with a budget to

include a minimum of two surveys throughout the year. Complementing this process is the

employee engagement work already underway as well as developing quality indicator analysis

of our communications culture.

Armed with the research findings, Bristol proposes to develop a recovery strategy based on an

integrated solution: public relations, public affairs, marketing and advertising.

Effective Communications

According to the Watson Wyatt Worldwide 2005/2006 Communication ROI Study,
communication effectiveness is a leading ind icator of financial performance. Moreover,

organizations that com municate effectively are 4.5 times more likely to report hig h levels or

employee engagement and are 20% more likely to report lower turnover rates.
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Effective communications is difficult to define. However, it is clear that communications must

be strategic in order to achieve results.

We define strategic communications as the ongoing process of using "big picture" thinking to

effectively share and implement organizational goals in such a way that encourages personal

accountability for the successful delivery of those goals and creates or strengthens a perception

of the organization that is conducive to attaining those goals.

Strategic communication is two-way communication.

Formal methods of communicating information such as newsletters, web and email promote

one-way comm unications. While these may be effective for certain types of information, they

offer limited opportunities to build trust and promote involvement.

Executive team needs to model and promote two-way, strategic communications internally,

includ ing one-an-one discussions, group meeti ngs and management by walking around.

Externally, we need to more aggressively pursue opportunities to engage in two-way

communications with stakeholders.

To accomplish this, Eastern Health also needs to promote and encourage the development of

strategic communications skills. "The Face-to-Face Communication Toolkit: Creating an

Engaged Workforce" is an excellent program developed by the International Association of

Business Communicators that challenges managers and supervisors to examine their own

communications skills and to learn how to use strategic communications to achieve operational

goals.

A program such as this one will complement the leadership development strategy proposed by

Human Resources Policy and Program Development.

Finally, Executive needs to give consideration to integ rating a strategic com munications focus

into the organization's operational planning process.

Effective strategic communications is less about telling the story of organizational change and

realignment than it is about executing the change itself. By integrating strategic

communications into our operational planning process early we can effectively defi ne how

Eastern Health will interact with its stakeholders, handle crisis situations and plan into the

future.

Summary

There is no doubt that Eastern Health faces a significant challenge.

Before we have really had an opportunity to establish one, our reputation as an organization

has been damaged and our leadership abilities and quality service delivery have come into

question.

There are still many hurdles on the path to recovery.
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This is why it is essential that we put in place today the strategies necessary so that Eastern
Health can emerge from the next challenging period a better, and stronger, organization.
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Executive Action Plan to Achieve Stability

1. Establish a crisis management team that will:

a. Develop a formal stability strategy, including protocols and standards for

containing and managing emerging issues (Oct '07)

b. Hire a consultant to provide supportive services during the instability period.

(Nov '07) This consultant will also develop a recovery strategy for Eastern

Health (Jan '08)

c. Develop a media strategy to address ongoing concerns (Nov '07)

d. Develop and maintain a comprehensive stakeholder map for Eastern Health

(Dec '07)

2. Identify key priorities for the next year, with a focus on restoring confidence; asserting

leadership; and improving communications. (Sept '07) Key priorities will be defined

using input gathered from the senior leadership meeting, portfolio-based

communications and the Executive Retreat.

3. Develop key messages, based on the key priorities. (Oct '07)

4. Com municate the key priorities and key messages to internal stakeholders:

a. All-manager meetings (Oct '07)

b. Tool kit for managers to share information with staff

c. CEO's message in the Loop (Nov '07)

d. Poster campaign

e. Staff engagement throug h intra net! the Loop

f. Conduct regular, bi-monthly senior management meetings on key priorities

g. Conduct at least one open-portfolio! regional meeting every six months on key

priorities

5. Com municate the key priorities and key messages to external stakeholders:

a. AG M (Oct '07)

b. Launch a web section designed to engage public in a "conversation on health"

c. Poster campaign (Nov '07)

d. Seek speaking engagements! opportunities with community partners

e. Winter edition, Our Health (Dec '07)

f. Develop public lecture series based on key priorities (Winter! Spring)

g. Focus on areas of key priority through proactive media

6. Strengthen strategic communications skills! capacity within the organization:

a. Incorporate communications considerations into the strategic! operational

planning process

b. Offer a strategic communications workshop for senior managers! physicians

c. Offer a "client-relations" workshop for frontline employees
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Budget Im~lications: 2007-2009

Staff Resource: Communications

• senior-level, dedicated resource (possible secondment)

Crisis Management Team

• working group structure

• Executive lead

• Operational budget (extended media monitoring, collateral)

Consultant (retainer)

• Bristol Communications, proposed 4,500! month

Recovery Strategy Development

• Crisis Communications Plan (budgeted for 07-08)

60,000 -70,000

20,000

54,000

25,000 - 30,000

20,000

Research

•
•

Based on Bristol proposal: will have to go to tender

includes two surveys plus budget room for focus groups

4°,000

Advertising! Branding

• Difficult to estimate without a strategy

Eastern Health's Path to Recovery
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