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Role-Playing a Public Relations Crisis:
Preparing Business Students
for Career Challenges

Stephen L. Baglione

ABSTRACT. Crisis management affects all institutions. Organizations
now operate in a media-saturated world where individuals can dissemi-
nate information instantaneously across the globe via the internet. As a re-
sult, ensuring future business leaders have an understanding of how crises
develop and what alternatives exist is a valuable educational outcome.
Through a role-playing exercise, students undertake crisis management
for a fictitious organization. The exercise, according to participants,
provides a realistic environment where higher level learning (as com-
pared with merely listening to lectures) resulted. Role-playing also
improved stadent awareness of the components of good crisis manage-

ment and prepared them to handle a crisis. [Article copies available for a fee
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Yet, how much do students as future leaders appreciate or understand
515 managemment, and are they prepared to deal with it? Business
hools have been criticized for poorly preparing graduates for real-
orld careers (McDaniel and White, 1993 Porter and McKibbin, 1988;
“heit, 1985; McDaniel and Hise, 1984). Specifically, many graduates
have unrealistic expectations about careers and lack the requisite skills to
succeed such as: work ethic, oral communication skills; and creativity
McDaniel and White, 1993; Shipp et al., 1993).
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INTRODUCTION

Crisis management has taken center stage in the business commu
nity, from the verbal jousting between Ford and Firestone over the Bx
plorer tragedies to the last ditch effort by former public accounting firm
Arthur Andersen to survive (or any organization embroiled in the ac
counting scandals that have plagued this young century), or GE’s for=
mer CEQ Jack Welch’s acrimonious divorce, besmirching probabty th
generation’s most successful CEO (Sloan and Hosenball, 2002; Murray..
et al.,, 2002; Gomes-Casseres, 2001).

But crises are certainly not limited to business. Hurricane Katrina in
2005 proved that. And anyone who listened to Tommy Thompson’
(former U.S. Secretary of Health and Human Services) inaccurate re-
marks after the anthrax attacks in 2001 can appreciate the need for good:
crisis management (Gilbert and Marchione, 2001). More evidence is
found in the poignant end of the Russian submarine Kursk (Barany
2004), where authorities refused for four days to publicly acknowledge
the tragedy or seek outside help. The Russians learned from their mis-
takes and sought foreign assistance immediately during the next crisis
which was instrumental in saving all seamen on the AS-28 mini sub
(Isachenkov, 2005). On a lighter note, the “wardrobe malfunction” du
ing Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl performance created an imbroglio |
among participants not wanting to take blame, and was endlessly re-
lived on the internet and TiVo (Wenner, 2004). Conversely, the poise:
and dignity of New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani after September
11th exemplified crisis management. Giuliani’s performance has trans-
lated into millions of dollars in consulting fees and services, while part-
ners in Arthur Andersen lost everything, and 118 died on the Kursk.

In a media-saturated world, where information can be blogged imme-
diately on the Internet and disseminated worldwide, institutions must
prepare to react quickly and correctly to a crisis. With terrorists capable
of striking anywhere in the world, all organizations from the public
transportation system to the retail store in the mall are at risk and must
prepare for the devastation and fear wrought by terrorists.

PURPOSE AND GOALS

Classrooms can closely replicate the real world through active learn-
g, especially role-playing to address these deficiencies. In terms of
crisis management, the nuances can only be explored through “doing.”
Dealing with stakeholders, especially the media, can be daunting and
fraught with potential minefields. So the purpose of this article is to ex-
plain how faculty can better prepare students for handling a public rela-
tions crisis. The author recommends using a case study role-playing
technique designed to facilitate learning and boost understanding in a
more realistic environment. In effect, case role-playing forces students
to-be creative. The specific goals of the active learning technique de-
scribed in this article are to have students:

1. ‘understand the importance and keys to crisis management;

2. increase their learning of crisis management;

- be better prepared to handle a future crisis; and

4. recognize the merit in the components of the active learning exer-
“cise and the professor’s participation in the exercise.

These are converted into four testable objectives as discussed in the
assessment section below.

ACTIVE LEARNING AND ROLE-PLAYING

Active learning’s foundation lies in active participation by students
Bonwell and Eison, 1991). Role-playing, in-class written assignments,
crvice-learning, and student-generated questions are all active learning
techniques (Gujarathi and McQuade, 2002; Alden, 1999; Wynd, 1989).
n general, active learning “engenders greater understanding and memory
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retention than non-participatory techniques because it requires interpreta-
tions through analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, in sum, a higher-or-
der-learning” (Bonwell and Eison, 1991, p. iii). Role-playing specifically
can overcome many of the deficiencies in preparing graduates for real-
world careers (Lamb and Baker, 1993). Its applications are endless.
“Role-playing can be used to help students experience stressful, un-
familiar, complex, or controversial situations by creating circumstances
that are momentarily real, thereby letting students develop and practice
those skills necessary for coping” (Bonwell and Eison, 1991, p. 47).
Also, when role-playing in groups, students can learn from one another.

Fellow students are a more credible source for many students than the -

professor. Members who understand the role-playing exercise must ar-

ticulate that understanding to those who do not in order for the group to

succeed. Thus, it can simulate many real-world experiences that stu-
dents may confront in their careers; experiences that require adaptabil-
ity, since in most cases, each role-playing exercise is unique, contingent
on participants’ prior decisions. But, ultimately, participants must ar-
rive at a solution. Doing so forces them to examine alternatives and con-
sequences (Milroy, 1982; Bonwell and Eison, 1991). Learning occurs
throughout. And through even poor application, the student gains in-

sights; and failure, many times, provides greater learning than success if
the student must evaluate his or her own performance. Yet, role-playing
is underutilized in the classroom (Cannon and Newble, 2000). When’:
tested, however, its limited use has generated some exemplary class-
room results (Seltzer and Smither, 1995). For example, “Stadents report

higher levels of engagement and learning at institutions where facult

members use active and collaborative learning techniques™ (Umbach -
and Wawrzynski, 2005, p. 153), and they have been shown to increase:

test scores (Yoder and Hochevar, 2005).

Role-playing involves three stages: instructions, simulation, and de:
briefing. During the instructions, the professor explains the simulation
delineates roles, provides information, states objectives, and encourage
students to be creattve, experimental, and respectful. The professor mu

also reiterate that knowledge gained is applicable beyond the classroom

(Dennehy et al., 1998; Sutherland and Bonwell, 1996). But the profes
sor’s responsibility is that of facilitator; it is self-defeating for him or he

to take over the role for a student although the professor may assume an:
other role, for example, a buyer in a negotiation, or help students through

difficult or stressful parts (Milroy, 1982). Any points missed by the par
ticipants can be explained in the final stage, when debriefing.
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- With the role-playing complete, the class begins deconstructing it
~deciphering what worked from what did not, and why. Collectively the
: ....o_mmm can armve at conclusions only explored briefly in the lecture vﬁ_w
- focus should be on decisions taken, decigion consequences, and omu.aosm
not explored (Milroy, 1982). | ,
- Active learning is not a panacea. It requires
-quish some control over the class, and it allows discussions into unan-
. ”:.o%mﬂma butimportant areas (Bonwell and Eison, 1991). Wm:baimrm:m
: n.o::.o_,. however, does not mean abandoning structure: otherwise the
simulation becomes disorienting and chaotic for wﬁ:ﬁ_o:“”m (Dennehy et
al,, 1998; Sutherland and Bonwell, 1996), . d
o A major criticism of role-playing is that it leaves inadequate time for
HQE.EW. although experiential learning (active learning techniques like
_role-playing) has been shown to be more effective than lecturing (Spechit
1985). Lecturing is excellent in presenting information quantity, showin m,
: ?omwmmo._.“m maﬁcmmmmﬁu maintaining classroom control, Ezoau:m ames-
4ge to a situation or group, and appealing to orator learners. Yet, lectures
..Jmﬁ inherent weaknesses: failure to provide feedback, mEmnsmm, m:o:,.
:os may wane given only one teaching format, assuming that learning
occurs for all students at the same rate, and it is not good for complex, ab-
Stract material or for higher-order learning (Sutherland and Bonwell
996). As &mosmmma earlier, active learning can address these :E_.E:osm“
most important, it reaches students who learn through Eoomwmmm
. : (Bruni, 2000). The result; Less time is neces-
sary for lecturing. And the time used for role-playing goes quickly with
the students active and busy (Harmin, 1998).

the professor to relin-

- APPLICABILITY OF ACTIVE LEARNING TECHNIQUE

TO CRISIS MANAGEMENT

- The technique proposed here is appropriate for both graduate and un-

dergraduate classes and on an undergraduate level for introductory and

m..%..m:nmm classes. I have employed it in an introductory graduate mar-

..mm.:m m_mmm and, using a slightly different scenario, in an international

..ﬁwg:m .Qmmm. In larger classes, the technique can be adapted by ran-
mly calling Of1 groups Lo participate, although the duration of the tele-

lone conversation should allow all groups to participate.

.O:Em management ultimately is about maintaining brand equity, restor-

Ng consumer confidence in the brand. A rudimentary ::go_.mmm:&:,m of the

portance of branding and brand equity and promotion is needed before
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students undertake this exercise. Students, having witnessed countless
press conferences, including those unfolding in the wake of hurricane Ka-
trina, can tap those experiences in creating a press conference.
The technigue requires two 50-minute classes. In the first class, stu-
dents are handed an adaptation of a Harvard Business Review case, a
mere 425 words (Sonnenfeld, 1994). They are told to read it (see Ap-
pendix A). After going over the material, students are instructed to get
into groups of two to three and to prepare to talk to a reporter (detailed in
the case), waiting impatiently on hold, who is seeking the company’s re-
sponse about the crisis. They are given five minutes. Lalso detail general
rules for the exercise. The crisis is that a company (role-played by stu-
dents) donates to a charity, an umbrella organization for a myriad of
causes, which gave money to a radical pro-life organization that bombed
an abortion clinic. When asked the previous day for a response, the
company’s regional public relations spokesperson issued a no-com-
ment and did not inform the corporate office of the bombing; hence, the
role-player arrives at work, and is blind-sided by the reporter. Althou gh
the role-playing exercise is listed on the syllabus, students are unaware

of its content. The scenario is temporarily real and stressful. No real -
company’s future is as stake, but the students are placed into a sitvation .

where peer pressure is great.
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.M%Mwﬂwsmo _m necessary, allowing adequate preparation. This concludes
- irst class. Homework for the next class, which is graded, is to write

a scripted press conference. As with the telephone conversation, each
group must present, and the presenter must be different from the mmaos

~who spoke on the telephone. Presentation order is the reverse of the tele-

phene conversation.
) >mmﬁwr role-playing H.rn press, have questions prepared to ask each
.w:mwﬁ\ . oes u\o_wq .mmwsﬁmcos assume any culpability for the bomb-
. you rebuild the abortion clinic? Is your com i
! Wil yo ¥ pany pro-life or
.m_,o orm:w% Because I E::.w conducted this exercise more mw%n a dozen
mes, I have enough questions to ask each group at least two unique

~questions. Once these enlightening press conferences are done, I re-

M%MH. | ﬁ@@%mow and assessment is of particular importance to experi-
. earning so the connection between the experience and the conrse

_content 1s monitored, and opportunity for correction is allowed prior to

the end of the activity” (Young, 2002, p. 45).
. Students are asked what information should be gathered before the

. press conference, I supplement their res i

L ponses. We discuss what th

...moEwm:u\ should have done before the press conference, what m:paonﬁ%
1on it should have gathered, and with whom it should have spoken. We

also discuss seeking legal counsel, prioritizing stakeholders, and brain-

Storming about potential questions you may be asked during the press
...M%swwwzwom.sgwwm students do not even consider that the umbrella char-
_o._m-m_wua:m M o_ %@MMM statement, one that may contradict that o.m the
- “Tthen conduct my own press conference where I role-play the com-
%Muﬂro wEM.mEm have @Q.w: B_o-E.mum:m. Now the students role-play
oéﬂmmmw M._mm wwm me questions. During my press conference, I discuss
Feading WS HM_HS nm.m.m body _m:m.cmmﬁ ature, font size to be used while
[ecing | e y notes, numbering pages w@ﬁ the notes), and what con-
prules good press oo:».@zwgmo by Emr:msc:m points in my presenta-
- We contrast my presentation with theirs (e.g., stressing the positive
out the organization, eliciting the help of others in the ooBWﬁ.E:
voiding %Smi.o issues, providing time to think before answerin uw
.“mcmm:o:u admitting your mistake, and rectifying the current crisis) mng
&m.ocmm the general response to any crisis. ,
. @E focus now shifts on how to prevent being ill-prepared for a crisis
..n.n:mﬁ.u:mm“ creating a mechanism and group responsible within the oH..
ganization to beter prepare for a future crisis; developing an early
.Rwﬁﬁm System to monitor potential problems; creating a policy state-
1 .8 disseminate to employees; simulating future crises; ensuring

Two participatory exercises exist: the telephone conversation and a_
press conference. With groups of three students, everyone participates:
since the press conference can be conducted by one or two members. .
This exercise forces participation; however, itis collaborative participa-
tion. Even during the telephone conversation, group members attempt
to “feed” their other member(s) information. Before the conversation
the dialogue and debatc are insightful on how students strategize their
response. During their discussion, I wander the classroom asking ques-
tions and eavesdropping.

I bring a telephone to class to enhance realism (which the students
use). I also bring a mirror so they can see their facial expressions while:
talking. Each group chooses a representative to speak with the reporte:
(me). After years of practice, 1 have developed a series of questions f
pose. For example, if they say, “What can Thelp you with?” L ask, “Does:
your company give money to blow up buildings every day?” If no com
ment is given, I ask, “What are you hiding? I will find out.”

This stage of the role-playing exercise ends with my synopsis: do not
base your company’s future on a few minutes of preparation. However
you must speak to the media. To ensure equality in answering the medi
and minimize the time to contact all important stakeholders, a pres
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communication systems can accommodate a large influx of calls; and
developing a website that would be activated during a crisis (Mitroff,
2005; Davies, 2005; Robinson, 2005; Koster and Politis-Norton, 2004;
Boin et al., 2004; Gaudet, 2002; Cohn, 2000). My review ends with cur-
rent examples of good and bad crisis management by organizations.

- ASSESSMENT

Students have presenied anecdotal evidence that the exercise achieved

its results: comments after class, homework assignments, body lan-
guage. But it was not until I conducted a survey thatits merits were sub-
stantiated. A pilot study of one class revealed very positive feedback
(Baglione, 2003). This encouraged me to collect more data.

Prior to undertaking the role-playing exercise, students complete an
8-item survey on the import and components of successful crisis man-
agement, Immediately after completing the exercise, students complete
a longer survey including the original 8-items and an additional 11
questions on the efficacy of the exercise. (Note: Any student not com-

pleting both surveys was dropped from the analysis, and those complet- -
ing both recorded the same identifier, unknown to the researcher, on
both surveys. Students are told that their survey responses will not be -

examined until after the semester ends.) The first eight questions are
tested in a repeated sample t-test, while the remaining questions are
tested against the scale’s midpoint of four (one-to-seven scale anchored
by strongly agree and strongly disagree). Seventy-five students in five
classes completed both surveys.

Examining the pre-exercise questions, students understand the impor

-tance of, impact of, and need to prepare for a crisis. They recognize that

effective crisis management can save a brand’s reputation [(74) =7.18

p < .000] and successful companies are good at crisis management .

[t(74) = 3.14, p < .003], while poor ctisis management can ruin a com
pany financially [t(74) = 2.58, p < .013]. They recognize that preparation
[6(74) = 6.77, p < .000] and truthfulness are key to crisis management

[t(74) = 4.36, p < .000], and that consumers do not forget quickly about a*

company’s reaction to a crisis [t(74) = —2.13, p < .04] (Table 1). Al-
though respondents recognized the need for a quick response during
crisis, and that its affect is not short-term, the post results, after the exer:
cise, did not differ statistically from the pre-responses. Overall, the first
objective is achieved.
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: Respondents believe the exercise increased learnin

| . glt(74)=17.2,

w <.000, M = 1.68], and, more importantly, that it ?.oﬁammvm higher
evel of learning than merely lecturing [t(74) = 15.05, p < .000, M =
.07]. Thus, the second objective is supported. Role-playing, mooow&:m

| 21.43, 2.01], and creativi
19.43, p <.000, M = 2.34] in handling a oiﬂm.ﬁ&ou\ also mMoww.\m_mmMu%Wg
importance of releasing information quickly [(t(74) = 16.39, p < .000
M= 1.72]. Objective three is supported. Finally, the exercise um_nooim: :
-lorespondents, made the class more realistic [t(74) = :w.@@_ p< ooom
M = 1.89] msn_.m_@ two components, telephone nos<oﬁmmmo=um:a .w@mm_
onference, buiit upon one another [t(74) =15.23, p < .000, M = w@oﬂ
They also believed that the professor’s review was :%o:ﬁmm?w Eﬁ: -
._.m.om% <.000, M = 1.89] and participation improved learning {t(74) =.
- 8, p<.000, M =1.62] (Table 2). Objective four is supported.

...>m._.m 1. Student Evaluations {Pre- and Post-Evaluation Means and Standard
Deviations and Repeated Sample t-Test and p-Value)

Praparation is the key to crisis management,

Pre (mean) Post {mean) t-value
e 2,61 (1.20)' 1.47 (.78)" 6.77 {.000)
.m” Effective crisis management can save a brand's reputation,
! 2.52 (1.14) 1.45 (.70) 7.18 (.000)°
3. Successful crisis management requires a quick response.
- . . 2.87 (1.45) 2.63{1.73) 1.22 (.227)
4. During a crisis, companies should be truthiut,
. 2.40 (1.25) 1.79 (.98) 4,36 (.000)
: .Oosmcimqm forget quickly about a company's reaction to a crisis,
g 4.72 (1.49) 517 (1.53) -2.13 (.036)°
-Buccessful companies are godd at crisis management.
o 2.40 (1.25) 1.89 {.99) 3.14 (.002)°
.ﬂooﬂ Crists management may ruin a company financially.
- 2.60 (1.59) 2.01(1.29) 2.58 (.012)°
-8 A orisis affect on a company is only short-term,
- 5.04 {1.32) 5.23 (1.31) —.B9 {.378)

cale: 1 w:o:m_v...kpmﬁmm to 7 Strongly Disagree
ta; ly significant at the .000 iavel (one talled t-test

i with 74 d
y significant at the .05 level {one tailed t-test ogiess of freadom)

with 74 degrees of freedom)
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This is accomplished in an environment that forces collaborative learn-
ing and participation. By assuming the role of a company in crisis, stu-
dents must ensure that the brand survives. Once that is accomplished,
they must create a mechanism and staff to prepare for future crises.

TABLE 2. Student Evaluations (Mean, t-Value, and p-Value}

9. Role-playing the crisis managermant exercise increased feaming.
Mean t-value
1.68 17.20 (.000}° _ |
10. Role-playing the ctisis management exercise improved my undersianding ﬂ.:m impot-

tance of time management in releasing information during a crisis, Wmm,mmeOmw
1,72 -16.39 (.000)7 N &
11. Role-playing the crisis management exercise made the class more realistic. - Alden, Dave (1999, Spring). Experience with seripted role iy i envitonmena e
"9 18.99 (000 - nomics, Journal of Economic Education, 30(2), 127-133.
o ) . ; informative. Baglione, Stephen L. (2003). Role-playing a public relations crisis, Business Research
) of the role-playing crisis management exercise was in g , Step . . u
12 Theproloeser mMmM_mmé 16 Mm wocsm Yearbook: Global Business Perspectives, 10, 478-482.

« Barany, Zoltan (2004), The tragedy of the Kursk: Crisis management in Putin’s Russia,

i isi i ided a higher level of learning than the tr .
13. Role-playing the crigis management exerclse provide ¢} . ony Zolian (200 ) Thetagedy of the.

professor's lectures. o ‘Boin, Arjen; Kofman-Bos, Celesta; and Werner, Overdijk (2004). Crisis simulations:
207 15.05 (.000) . Exploring tomorrow’s vulnerabilities and threats, Simulation & Gaming, 35(3),
14. Role-playing improved my crisis management skills, 378-393.
2.00 18.92 (.000)° Bonwell, Charles C., and Eison, James A. (1991). Active Learning: Creating Excire-
15. Role-playing impraved my confidence fo handle a public relations crisis. U ment in the Classroom, ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report (1). Washington,
2.16 17.98 (.000) - U.Onwﬂ.smw Qwommw /Mmmwwzmﬁwm GMEQ:%. . . X . Vork
16. Role-playing batter prepared me fo :m:g_mm a public retations crisis. EMNmMmGQMmeWV, Mﬁw er 18). Gestures said much more than words, New Yor
2.01 21.43 (.600) i Cannon, Robert, and Newble, David (2000). A Handbook for Teachers in Universities &
17. Role-playing the crisis management sxercise enabled me to be creative. - Colleges: A Guide to Improving Teaching Methods, 4th edition. London: Kogan
_ 034 19.43 (.000Y Page.

Cheit, Earl F. (1985, Spring). Business schools and their critics, California Eﬁiaw?

i i ference) built upon one an-
stages (i.e., telephone conversation and press con .
o . mient Review, 27, 43-61.

othar. =
508 15.23 A.oosm nowF Robin (2000). The PR Crisis Bible. New York: Si. Martin Press,
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APPENDIX A

Case Adaptation of Sandi Sonnenfeld (1994)
“Media Policy~What Media Policy?”

As she approached the building)that morning, S.L. Konzet’s thoughts fo-
cused on the weekend, with only Friday standing in the way. For the first time”,

in the seven years since she started NaturalEZ Inc., a leading clothing manu-
facturer based in Chicago, her weekends were work-free. Entering the office,
she was met by a frantic George Seaver, a regional vice president. “We've got

a problem,” he said in an excited voice. “It has to do with the company’s cor-:

porate giving fund.” Since NaturalEZ had gone public five years ago, the com-

pany had donated over $800,000 to charity (15% of net income). This, more

than anything, fostered an image of the company as a caring corporation. The

charity donation program had always been administered by corporate head-:

quarters, and the recipients had always been major national or worldwide re-
lief organizations. To spur involvement by all employees in the effort, this
year Ms. Konzet after talks with her senior managers agreed to be more flexi-

bie. The changes meant that the heads of each regional division are now able to

determine where. the donations go.

S.L. motioned George and the other regional vice presidents into her pri-

vate conference room.
“Okay, tell me.”

In the next five minutes, S.L. knew the weekend would have (o wait. The >
situation: One of the regional divisions provided money for ILLCARE, .
which supports 140 social service organizations in the Midwest, including.

Baby3Rights, a radicafly pro-life group. Representatives ol Baby3Rights

claimed responsibility for the bombing of an abortion clinic. Although no-one’

was hort, at least from initial accounts, a local TV news report indicated

NaturalEZ Inc. supported the bombing tactics because of their unrestricted

contributions via ILLCARE to Baby3Rights. The station received a “no com-

ment” statement from NaturalEZ’s Midwest public relations person, Gilbert

Hodges, late yesterday afternoon. When George concluded, Jean Travail, the
Midwest regional vice president, spoke, “You can lay the blame on me. I'll tell
the media I'm responsible for the donation decision—senior company officials
had no prior knowledge. Anyway, it’s the partial truth.”

“No. That’s not a reasonable solution,” S.L. said. “It wouldn’t solve any- :
thing. Even if Jean resigned, rumors would circulate that we pul pressure on’;

her to do so. That could make things worse.”
While still discussing the issue, Konzet’s aide interrupted. “I apologize,
S.L, but Frederick Hampton of the Chicago Sun-Times is on the phone. I told
him you were in a meeling, but he said he’Il hold until you are free, What do
you want me to say to him?”
What would you tell Hampton? He is waiting!

2, Professor’s instructions
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APPENDIX B

Components of Active Learning Technique

Instructions

: 1. Read case

".3. Smdenis in groups create a reply to the reporter (five minules)
4, Students role-play telephone conversation with reporter (telephone and
mirrer used as props)

Faculty member role-plays the reporter

5. Faculty member’s wrap-up for telephone conversation
- 6. Students develop press conference (homework)

Debriefing

=7, Students role-play a press conference

Faculty member role-plays the reporter

o0 X

Synopsis of role-playing technique

Students brainstorm on information to be gathered before press confer-
ence

Faculty member supplements list

Faculty member’s press conference

Faculty member discusses important components of the press confer-
ence

Students role-play the press ,

Faculty .EoB_uQ. discusses an organization’s general response during
any crisis

Faculty member discusses preparing for or preventing the next crisis
Faculty member provides examples of good and bad crisis management




