
Taco Bell PR Crisis: Well managed crisis

Taco Bell suffered a crisis as the famous fast-food chain had to face a class-action lawsuit filed on
January 19, 2011 that accused it of false advertisement. Represented by an Alabama law firm, the
plaintiff, Amanda Obney from California, claimed that Taco Bell's meat did not meet the minimum
requirements set by the United States Department of Agriculture ( USDA ) to be labelled beef.  In the
lawsuit, Obney's attorney Dee Miles stated, "Taco Bell's advertisement that it sells "beef" menu items
containing 'seasoned ground beef,' is unsubstantiated, false and misleading." Obney and her
representation stated that while the label of the cans of filling supplied to their restaurants clearly
depicts it as "taco meat filling," the actual product contained in the cans are made with a substance
called 'taco meat filling,' which consists of extenders and other non-meat substances.

PR Newswire broke the news story about the class-action lawsuit two days later.  Taco Bell first
responded on January 24, 2011 as the company spokesman Rob Poetsch released a statement to
Alabama news outlets and defended  the brand. The company decided to fight for its reputation by
attacking the accuser. Full-page ads were placed in leading U.S newspapers like The New York Times and
Wall Street Journal. Under the heading in the newspaper, the company confronted the accuser by
clearly reporting that their beef is of high quality. A full recipe on how the ingredients apart from beef
make up only 12 per cent of the total beef content, leaving 88 per cent of the content to be beef.

On January 27, Taco Bell's president Greg Creed defended the brand and decided to share their
signature secret recipe with the public. The company used technology to its advantage by posting
several videos on YouTube, thanking their loyal fans by distributing 10 million free tacos to those who
liked Taco Bell on their Facebook page and also tweeting to their 45,000 followers in Twitter. Also,  it
paid Google, Yahoo and Bing to generate Taco Bell's official statement as the first search result when
people type search relevant keywords on the search engines.

The quick response by the company demonstrated that it had nothing to hide.  Their strident response
to the lawsuit exhibited confidence.  It was a good tactic to use the president as the spokesperson in all
of the video news releases because it makes the public believe that Taco Bell's senior management
genuinely cares about the quality of their products.  The company effectively used social media to
communicate to its target market, consisting of consumers between the age of 16 to 24.  By proving
with facts that their beef was 88 per cent beef after the class-action lawsuit was filed,  Taco Bell set the
record straight that they were not guilty of the accusations.
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HMV PR Crisis: Poorly managed crisis

HMV, the global entertainment retailer, decided to lay off 60 employees in a round of downsizing.  Due
to the mass layoff, one of the disgruntled employees hijacked the company's official Twitter account,
and vent her frustrations.  She was a 21 year old intern, working as a social media planner.  She spilled
the beans about the company by tweeting about the mass layoff of loyal employees, exploitation of
unpaid and illegal interns and gross mismanagement at the head office. The marketing director turned
into a laughing stock as she tweeted," Just overheard our Marketing Director (he's staying, folks) ask
'How do I shut down Twitter?'".

The damage was already done by the time the director deleted the incriminating messages. The tweets
were shared thousands of times all across the globe instantaneously.  Bloggers were quick to pick up the
story and run back-to-back posts about the issue. By the next morning, the story received coverage from
every major newspaper and was trending.  At a time when the company was seeking bankruptcy
protection and working hard to regain market share from online retailers, the PR crisis exacerbated the
situation.

The problem is audits of large enterprises such as HMV get so many ad hoc social media accounts
started by interns or social media managers in various departments, each having their own passwords,
administrators and followings. An important first step would be to integrate all these accounts into one
social media management system, for example HootSuite. With the help of these tools, you can access
all social media channels like Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin etc at one interface, leading to centralized
monitoring of the social media campaign.

Another essential factor to consider is controlling access to social media accounts by limiting
permissions. Companies need to provide access on an employee-to-employee basis. Junior employees
should have limited access as delegating the authority to manage social media channels, where you are
responsible toward millions of followers, includes risk. Also, there should be an approval system before
social media messages are posted.

Proactive communication and transparency are also some of the solutions to avert a HMV crisis. The
company doesn't have to keep layoffs a secret,  but let the stakeholder audiences know the layoffs are
expected. In this age of instant communication, companies don't have a chance to control when the
news becomes public once the employees know.

Nearly overnight, social media has transformed from a dorm room tool to boardroom tool.
Unfortunately, many companies haven't been in sync with the speed of social media changes. It's time
that companies learn from social media crises such as HMV's and grasp the importance of social media
by incorporating effective measures.
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