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The telephone call you receive upon arriving at your office on a Monday morning
is from an Associated Press reporter. The reporter opens the conversation by saying,
“I have just received a call from the Alliance for Corporate Responsibility, and they
have accused your company of engaging in business practices that are unethical and
harmful to customers. What is your response to these accusations?”

This is clearly a delicate situation. From prior experience, you know that the
Alliance is a powerful group that is adept at using the media to its advantage. You
also know that the response you give to this reporter will undoubtedly appear in
many major newspapers. If the newspapers’ readers, many of whom are considered
by your company’s management to be key constituents, find your response to be ap-
propriate given the nature of the accusation, your company will probably be able to
minimize the impact of the Alliance’s protest action. However, if your response is
inappropriate, many readers may question your company’s motives and sympathize
with the Alliance’s goals. Additionally, an inappropriate response may fuel the Al-
liance’s cause, generate additional media inquiries and coverage, and severely damage
your company’s public image and sales. Certainly, your response to this is critically
important. What do you say?

This is the type of situation which corporate executives would prefer to avoid.
However, recent evidence suggests that external protest groups are increasing this
pressure on corporations in a variety of public areas ([7], [8], [10], [11]). As a result,
executives find that increasingly they must be prepared to respond to accusations of
improper corporate behavior raised by external protest groups.

In recent years the research domain of “Issues Management” has sought to analyze
and understand such contentious situations ([3], (4], [14], [24]). Issues management
research investigates how corporations can most effectively identify and respond to
environmental developments that present opportunities of threats to corporate welfare
({1}, [27]). Communication plays a central strategic role in the issues management
process, especially in situations where an organization is accused of unethical behavior
(6], [13], [14]). The type of communicative response offered by managers significantly
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influences the evolution of conflict with the accusing group, the perceptions of the
outside viewers, and the media coverage. Effective communication strategies are
essential for blunting the potential negative impact of the accusations, for advocating
the organizations’ position, and for preserving the corporation’s positive public image.

Even though the importance of managerial communication to the issues man-
agement process is widely accepted, little research has focused on the developing a
strategic model for issues management communication. Previous research has tended
to present list of possible communicative responses without fully specifying when and
why particular strategies should be used ([17], [22], [23], [26]). Lacking strong theoret-
ical underpinnings, these models are unable to neither provide guidelines for analysis
of accusations by protest groups, nor suggest communication strategies appropriate
for mitigating such indictments.

In this paper we propose a strategic model for issues management communica-
tion that focuses specifically upon situations in which a corporation is accused of
unethical organizational behavior. First, we briefly review recent theoretical work on
impression management [18], and utilize that perspective as a framework for ground-
ing our model of strategic communication. Second, we present a model of issues
management communication that incorporates three stages of analysis: (1) Evalua-
tion of Commission, (2) Assessment of Responsibility, and (3) Review of Evaluation
Standards. Third, we utilize examples of actual communication strategies used by
managers whose organizations were recently accused of unethical behavior to more
fully explicate and validate our proposed model. Finally, we will discuss the strategic
implications of our model for issues management.

Theoretical Framework

To frame our issues management communication model, we draw upon recent the-
oretical work in the research domain of Impression Management. Impression man-
agement theory suggests that social actors must continually analyze and adjust their
communication so that other actors form favorable impressions of them ([9], [12],
[18]). Impression management is especially important in situations where an actor
has been accused of wrongdoing, has performed an irresponsible act, or has made
a public mistake. Such predicaments call for the actor to provide an “account” of
his/her behavior that will mitigate forthcoming adverse consequences. Within the
impression management framework, accounts are defined as communication strate-
gies designed to minimize negative repercussions that may accrue when an actor is
accused of improper behavior ([5], [18]). Previous research on accounting behav-
ior of individuals accused of wrongdoing indicates that accounts fall into four basic
categories: denials, excuses, justifications, and concessions ([5], 18], [20]). Further,
research has suggested that the the type of account offered by an accused actor affects
the resolution of conflict with the accusing actor ({5}, [21]) and the judgments made
by other parties concerning the legitimacy of the accusations ([2], [18]).

Impression management theory and its analysis of accounts provides an excellent
theoretical basis for development of a strategic model for issues management commu-
nication. Yet, we think previous impression management research is limited in two
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respects, each of which we address in this paper. First, most previous impression
management research on accounts has focused on the interpersonal context, investi-
gating individuals who have been accused of improper personal behavior, rather than
managers whose corporations have been accused of unethical organizational behavior.
Second, even though impression management research has established the four cat-
egories of accounts (denial, excuses, justifications, and concessions), we extend that
finding by proposing a strategic model for managerial use that explains how the choice
among these four communication strategies should be made. In so doing, we think
our proposed model promises to provide a more complete description of the strategy
selection process, and allows more effective selection of appropriate communication
strategies for given issues management situations.

Proposed Model

As indicated earlier, previous discussions of strategic communication in the issues
management process have tended to focus on the lists of strategies without providing a
systematic and coherent foundation for buiiding a manager’s choice of an appropriate
response (|17}, [22], [23], [26]). In this section we propose a strategic model based on
impression management theory which (a) identifies the steps a manager should follow
in analyzing the accusations of protest groups, and (b) indicates which communica-
tion strategies are most appropriate given the outcome of this analysis process. More,
specifically, as shown in Figure 1, our model posits that managers should progress
through three stages of analysis: (1} Evaluation of Commission, {2} Assessment of
Responsibility, and (3) Review of Evaluation Standards. This three-stage analytical
process then guides the manager’s choice of the most effective and appropriate com-
munication strategies, which include (a) denials, (b} excuses, (c) justifications, or (d}
concessions.

In the next section, we employ actual communication strategies used by corporate
managers who faced accusations of unethical organizational practices to demonstrate
the practicality of the model. Prior to that exposition, we briefly describe the survey
methodology used to obtain these managerial communication strategies.

Survey Methodology

The examples we utilize to explicate the model emanate from a larger study of
consumer boycotts. Because consumer boycotts represent an important, widespread,
and increasingly occurrent issues management situation and moreover, because they
typically generate public debate ([10], [11], [15]), they provide an excellent base from
which to validate a model of strategic issues management communication.

Consumer boycotts were identified by careful examination of sixteen newspaper
and periodical indices which represented a broad cross-section of national and re-
gional sources for boycott activity. This review yielded a total of 30 identifiable and
conformed boycotts. Telephone interviews were conducted with the person in each
of the 30 boycott organizations most qualified to respond to inquires regarding the
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Figure 1
A Strategic Model for Issues Managment Communication

Evaluation of Assessment of Review of Evaluative
Commission Responsibility Standards
Did we commit | Are we responsible Do we agree with the
this act? for this act? standards of evaluation?
Yes >  Yes > Yes
T B
No \ No \ No
a) legal constrainst a) higher royalties
b) financial conditions | b) avoidance of greater harm
¢) competitive standards
d) legal right
e) malicious intentions of accusers

dispute [25]. Although using multiple respondents from an organization has certain
benefits [16], only one respondent per organization was used because in most orga-
nizations only one person was adequately informed or authorized to answer these
questions. To encourage respondent cooperation and candor, the respondents were
guaranteed anonymity.

Communication strategies were solicited by asking the respondents a set of open-
ended questions regarding their organizations’ perceptions of the protest groups’ ac-
cusations of allegedly unethical organizational policies. Interviews were completed
with respondents from 23 of the 30 eligible organizations (77% completion rate). The
most common reason for non-response was lack of time complete the interview. The
managers’ responses are utilized in the next section to clarify and validate the pro-
posed strategic model. Following presentation of these examples, the advantages and
disadvantages of the communication strategies are outlined.

Explication of Model and Examples

Stage One: Evaluation of Commission

The first logical stage in the issues management communication process is to eval-
uate whether the accusations leveled by the protesters are valid. The manger must
ask “Did we actually commit the act we are accused off committing?” Surprisingly,
in some cases the protesters receive erroneous information and incorrectly accuse a
company of using a certain harmful policy. The manager’s first take is to carefully
understand the exact nature of the protesters’ complaint. After the complaint is fully
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understood, the manager should contact the necessary personnel in the company
who are most closely associated with these allegedly harmful policies or practices to
determine if the company is really doing what the protesters are claiming. If this
information check shows that the company is not involved in these disputed policies,
the most appropriate communications strategy is a strong and emphatic Denial. For
example, in one dispute the protesters accused a fast food chain of using veal that is
raised under alleged inhumane conditions. Having determined that the organization
did not commit this act, the restaurant manager denied the charge:

The group accused us of using a special veal that is bred under special
conditions and which is very expensive. But we were actually using range-
fed veal which is not bred under these supposedly inhumane conditions. end
quote

Another interesting example of a denial occurring when a protest group ac-
cused a major nonprofit organization of being involved in abortion-related
programs. The director of the nonprofit organization argued that the ac-
cusation was unfounded and that the organization had not committed any
wrongdoing:

There was a misunderstanding of what we were going to do. This
program was only in the draft proposal stage, but erroneous infor-
mation got out.... This group rescinded their remarks after we
explained the situation to them.

The major advantage to a denial is that it offers the greatest potential
protection for the accused company and may quickly put an end to the
issue. However, managers in accused companies must be careful not to
offer a denial if there is any chance that the protesters’ allegations may be
true. If a denial is made then information emerges that the company was
in fact involved in the disputed policy area, the company’s credibility may
be severely damaged and it may appear that the company was trying to
“cover up” the truth. Therefore, a denial should be used only when the facts
conclusively show that the protesters have incorrectly accused the company.

If the manager determines that his/her company is or was involved in the
disputed policy area the protesters claim, then the manager should move
to the model’s second stage, Assessment of Responsibility.

Stage Two: Assessment of Responsibility

The major task at this second stage is to determine the level of responsibility
that the accused organization should accept for any negative consequences
that accrue from its involvement in the disputed policy areas. The as-
sessment of responsibility is directly related to the amount of control the
organization has over the policy area that is repugnant to the protesters.
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Managers may determine that their organization either (a) lack complete
control over policy options because of certain constraints, or (b) have free-
dom to exercise complete control over policy options.

If managers conclude that their organization lacks complete control over
policy options, and therefore cannot make the changes demanded by the
protesters, the most appropriate communication strategy to be employed
is the Fzcuse. Excuses are used to argue that, due to a lack of control
over policy options, the organization should not be held responsible for any
negative outcomes from its policies.

Two major categories of excuses, legal constraints and financial conditions,
are often applicable when organizations are accused of engaging in uneth-
ical behavior. Legal constraint excuses argue that the organization’s con-
trol over policy options is limited by certain legal or governmental regula-
tions. For example, 2 major manufacturing company was accused of using
a potentially-harmful chemical in its production processes. The manager
responded by offering a legal constraint excuse:

This was the only herbicide approved for use in Nova Scotia by the
government.... Our hands were tied. We had to spray and the
only thing available to spray was this product.

Financial conditions excuses, on the other hand, are used to argue that
economic factors constrain the policy alternatives available to the accused
organization. This type of excuse contends that the policy changes advo-
cated by the protesters are unreasonable because the organization could
not possibly afford to meet the protesters’ demands. The manager argues
that the overwhelming financial burden created by the protesters’ proposed
changes limits the organization’s degree of control and responsibility in this
dispute. For example, a group advocating greater rights for the handicapped
pressed a major hotel chain to extensively modify its rooms to make them
more accessible for the handicapped. The hotel chain executive responded
with a financial condition excuse:

They wanted us to change the widths of the doorways to the
bathrooms.... This is not easy to do because you would have to
relocate also the electrical systems.... These modifications would
have been expensive.

The major advantage of excuses is they allow a manager to demonstrate
his/her organization’s innocence because of a lack of control in the con-
tentious policy area. If the organization absolutely cannot make the policy
modifications demanded by the protesters because of legal or financial con-
straints, then an excuse helps to protect the organization’s public image
from the negative repercussions of the conflict. It seems especially likely
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that legal constraint excuses will be perceived as credible because key con-
stituents are apt to believe that organizations, even major corporations, are
limited by the law in certain policy areas. If managers who choose to use
a legal constraint excuse are careful to thoroughly document their position
with ample explanation of legal regulations, the legal constraint excuse may
be especially powerful.

However, the excuses may also carry a certain amount of risk, especially
the financial conditions excuse. Many key constituents assume that organi-
zations, especially major corporations, have an unlimited financial capacity
to institute policy changes. Therefore, if a manager argues that his/her
corporation is unable to make the changes because of the expense involved,
many constituents are likely to view this excuse as unacceptable. They may
even believe that the organization’s use of this financial conditions excuse
is further evidence of the accused organization’s preoccupation with money
and its insensitivity to the protesters’ concerns. In sum, both the advan-
tages and disadvantages of excuses must be weighed very carefully before
utilization.

Finally, if a manager determines that his/her organization’s policy options
are not constrained, and excuses are therefore inappropriate, then the anal-
ysis should progress to the third stage of our model, Review of Evaluative
Standards.

Stage Three: Review of Evaluative Standards

In the final analysis stage, managers who determine that their organiza-
tions have control over policy options must ask whether the evaluative
standards employed by the group are appropriate. Protesters often use
a certain evaluative standard in their accusations that differ dramatically
from the standard for behavior adopted by the accused organization. As a
result, the impetus for the dispute is the protesters’ belief that the target
organization’s policies do not meet an acceptable standard of organizational
behavior.

At this third stage of analysis, 2 manager must analyze the standards that
the protesters are using to evaluate his/her organization’s policies, as well
as the standards the organization used in adopting its disputed policies.
This analysis may yield two potential outcomes: (a) the manager concludes
that the protesters’ standards are not appropriate and that instead the
organization’s standards are more appropriate criteria, or (b) the manager
concludes that the accuser’s standards are legitimate. In the first case,
when the manager determines that the protester’s evaluative standards are
faulty and the other standards demonstrate the merit of the organization’s
policies, the most appropriate communication strategy a manager can offer
is a Justification. Justifications suggest that, even though the organization
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is fully responsible for the disputed policies, certain factors support the
legitimacy of these policies and diminish the negative implications of the
accusations.

At least five types of justifications may be used by managers in accused
organizations: (a) higher loyalties, (b) avoidance of greater harm, (c) com-
parative standards, (d) legal right, and (e) malicious intentions of accusers.
The first justification, higher loyalties, asserts that the disputed policy is
acceptable because the organization is pursuing goals so important that
they offset any negative consequences of the disputed policies. For exam-
ple, when protesters tried to force a major military weapons manufacturer
to stop the production of nuclear components, the manager responded with
a higher loyalties justification based on the government’s expressed need for
higher national security:

We agree with the objectives of peace and arms control, but the
government policy has determined the need for production of mil-
itary equipment.... We have decided that we will participate se-
lectively in the production of this equipment.

The second type of justification, avoidance of greater harm, allows the man-
ager to argue that greater damage would be created if the organization actu-
ally made the policy changes demanded by the protesters. Because greater
harm would be created, this justification suggests that the evaluative stan-
dards used by the protesters are seriously flawed and their accusations un-
founded. For example, a manager of a leading drug company used this type
of justification to argue against the protesters’ demands that his company
should remove a particular drug from the market:

(This drug) revolutionized the treatment of mental health.... This

was a revolutionary drug which had beneficial effects.... The side
effects of the drug are no secret. They are listed in the Physicians’
Reference.

Comparative standards is the third type of justification which may be em-
ployed by managers as 2 communication strategy. With this justification,
a manager compares his/her organization’s record in the disputed policy
area with other similar organizations which have not been singled out and
accused of unethical behavior by the protesters. By demonstrating that
his/her organization is consistent with or superior to the norms of other un-
accused organizations, the manager seeks to show that the protesters’ spe-
cific accusations against his/her organization are capricious and unfounded.
When protesters accused a major food chain of discriminatory hiring prac-
tices, the manager responded with a comparative standards justification:
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The first thing we wondered is ‘Why have we been singled out?’. ...
Our statistics showed we were better than the national average in
this area.

The fourth justification, legal right, bears a strong resemblance to the legal
constraint excuse discussed earlier. However, whereas a legal constraint
excuse suggests that an organization cannot make the protesters’ desired
changes due to legal restrictions, a legal right justification argues that the
organization’s disputed policy is legally acceptable. Thus, the legal right
justification indicates that, even though the organization could legally make
the demanded changes, the organization is not legally required to do so.
Because the law does not mandate the changes demanded by the protesters,
a manager could argue that his/her organization’s allegedly harmful policies
are appropriate. For example, when protesters challenged a bank’s rewriting
of mortgages at a higher interest rate, the manager responded with a legal
right justification:

We had a legal right to rewrite these mortgages at the higher rate.

The fifth justification, malicious intentions of accusers, focuses on the mo-
tives of the protesters in the dispute. By using this justification, a manager
hopes to demonstrate that, while his/her organization’s allegedly improper
actions are actually based on acceptable standards of conduct, the accusers
are malicious and devious. A manager may use this justification to cause
key constituents to question the character of the accusers and the validity
of their accusations, For example, a manager in a bank accused of unfair
lending practices used this justification:

(The protesters) do not want to deal with the issues. They are not
serious about helping unemployed workers. This is socialistic and
they are trying to undermine the free market system. They know
it and they don’t give a damn!

The effectiveness of justifications depends on two factors: (a) key con-
stituents’ perception of the comparative credibility of the accused orga-
nization to that of the protesting group, and (b) the value structures of key
constituents. First, one factor that key constituents will use to evaluate the
acceptability of justifications is the comparative credibility of the accused
organization and the protesting group. Justifications are likely to be more
persuasive if the accused organization has a history of socially responsible
behavior and the protesters have a history of making unfounded accusations
solely to generate media coverage. In contrast, if the accused organization
has repeatedly been found “guilty” of socially irresponsible behavior and
been unwilling to correct past problems, and the protesters have a history
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of uncovering and proving gross organizational abuses, justifications are
likely to be less influential.

Second, justifications may not be equally persuasive to all groups of con-
stituents because they possess varying value structures. A manager may
have to offer several types of justifications to persuade different groups of
constituents. For example, a legal right justification may be most persuasive
to governmental regulators, an avoidance of greater harm justification may
be most acceptable to consumers, and a malicious intentions of accusers
justification may be most credible to distributors and suppliers.

In addition, the use of justifications is not without certain risks, particularly
when the legal right justification or the malicious intentions of the accusers
justification is utilized. In the first case, the distinction between legal ac-
ceptability and moral appropriateness has always been open to debate. As
many issues managers have concluded from their own experience, just be-
cause an organizational policy is legally accepted does not automatically
mean that it is beyond reproach. A legal right justification may help to
blunt the negative consequences of an accusation, but a manager should
also be prepared to defend the contentious policy on moral grounds. To
establish this moral appropriateness argument, a manager may choose to
use an avoidance of greater harm justification and suggest that any change
from the disputed policy would only generate more damage and therefore
be an immoral action.

In heated conflicts many managers are inclined to vent their frustration
with the protesters by offering justifications focusing on the malicious in-
tentions of the accusers. This justification is especially risky because many
constituents may perceive this communication strategy as a “cheap shot”
used by an organization which is overly defensive and perhaps has no other
rational basis for responding to these accusations. The potential for nega-
tive consequences with this justification is particularly great when key con-
stituents perceive that the protesters’ concerns are genuine and that they
are not pursuing ulterior motives for their own personal gain.

Finally, as discussed earlier, in this third stage of analysis, the manager
may conclude that the evaluative standards of the protesters are either
inappropriate or appropriate. If she/he concludes they are inappropriate, we
have demonstrated that the justification is the most suitable communication
response. However, if a manager determines that the standards used by the
accusers are legitimate, then a manager must consider the Concession as
the most timely communication strategy. A concession indicates that (a)
the organization is involved in the disputed area, (b) does have control
and responsibility in this area, and (c) basically agrees with the evaluative
standards used by the accusers. For example, when a group of real estate
developers accused a major city newspaper of unfair coverage, the editor of
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the paper offered a concession:

They had a legitimate bitch. The editorial department was not
equipped to handle the real estate section. ... Management realized
that we made a bad mistake.

Managers may be reluctant to offer a concession because they fear it will
be perceived as a sign of organizational weakness. Further, managers may
be concerned that a concession will encourage other protest groups to also
confront the organization with their particular demands for policy changes.
For example, a publisher of a major city newspaper, which was accused of
unfair coverage of minority news, stated:

To give in to the demands of one group just attracts more trouble
from other groups.

While a manager should not concede to unfounded accusations, we believe
that too often managers refuse to acknowledge organizational mistakes and
offer a concession as a appropriate communication response. This type of
managerial intransigence is unfortunate because the prompt and sincere
offering of an apology for organizational errors may be quite beneficial.
Key constituents are likely to react positively to an organization which is
willing to be responsive to legitimate external criticism [18). For example,
when Chrysler was accused of selling repaired cars as new to the public,
Lee lacocca received widespread praise for his frank acknowledgment of
Chrysler’s error and his promise that such actions would not reoccur [19].
While concessions are often the most difficult communication strategy to
employ, if communicated with sincerity and tact, they can be very effective
in defusing potentially harmful conflicts.

Conclusion

Communication plays a central strategic role in the issues management pro-
cess, especially when an organization has been accused of unethical prac-
tices. In such circumstances, organizations cannot afford to let protesters
control the communicative agenda. Managers must be prepared to respond
quickly and effectively to accusations before key constituents form endur-
ing opinions based solely upon information provided by the protest group.
Prompt and effective communicative responses can only emerge if man-
agers are familiar with and understand the strategic implications of available
communication response options. This paper proposes a model for strate-
gic issues management communication aimed at helping managers evaluate
contentious situations and choose an appropriate communicative response.
Framing this model within impression management theory both represents
a significant advancement over previous models which have simply offered
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lists of possible communication response options, and provides managers
with a firm basis from which to evaluate and choose effective communica-
tion strategies.
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