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Too much spinning can lead to dizzying results for everyone

ans of the comic strip “Bloom
County” may recall the character
Milo Bloom, the intrepid reporter
for the Bloom County Beacon. Milo
liked to call Sen. Bedfellow and ask him
pointed questions, such as, “Did you say.
quote, ‘I paid them 50 grand to sink Hoffa
in the Potomac’

For some reason, Milo's attacks always
put Bedfellow on the defensive. “Will you
confirm you sunk Jimmy Hoffa in your
backyard pond?”

“WHAT?! OF COURSE NOT!"

“Fine,” Milo said. "I'll go with ‘Sen. Bed-
fellow denies that the pond is where he
sunk Hoffa."™"

“THAT'S NOT TRUE! | DON'T KNOW
WHERE HOFFA IS!" shouts the exasperat-

ed senator.

So Bloom decides on this
headline: “I Lost the Body.
says Bedfellow.”

Like Sen. Bedfellow,
business owners watching
the presidential debates
on TV probably found
themselves wishing they
had their own spin rooms,
a place where no matter
what you say or how you
JON say it, there's always some-

PUSHKIN  ane there to explain what
_— you really meant. [f only

real life could be like that.
Unfortunately, many of the issues facing
businesses today can be divisive and emo-

tional. Even basic communications can be
easily misunderstood and lead to conflict.
Words can be taken out of context or
deemed politically incorrect.

We've become an edgy. ne Tvous, se Si-
tive and frightened society
politicians have lost the ability to trust one
another.

Thanks to the popularity of the Internet
and the growing number of blogs — ablog is
aWeb site where people can dissect the
news, post articles, and participate in dis-
cussion groups on issues of mutual interest
—news and the instant analysis of the news
spread incredibly quickly.

Before you know it, you may find your-
selflike the candidates, sending out
legions of supporters who backpedal furi-
ously trying to explain what you really
said. If you're not careful, you could get
caught in your own spin room.

Public relations — not to mention inter-
personal relations such as friendship and
love — is based on trust and understand-
ing, but many organizations have lost the
ability to trust in the power of honest
communications.

They don't trust the media to accurately
report what they meant to say. They don't
trust the public to understand it. So
instead, they retreat from communicating
and, by doing so, become viewed as
untrustworthy themselves. Mistrust
breeds mistrust.

The challenge of communicating during,
times of conflictand calmly facing questions
designed to provoke an emotional response
isone that many businesses are inclined 1o
shy away from. Rather than proactively get-
ting their messages out, CEOs often decide
to avoid talking to the mediaaltogether. In
the long run, th
ate greater misunderstandings and more
likely to resultinaloss of credibility.

Delivering bad news can bring tough
questions. For example, ask yourselfhow
you would handle the following situations:

« Outrage about outsourcing,

Angry neighbors,
wironmental damage from your
company.

* A health epidemic.

* Hos akeover rumors.

* Racially charged boycotts.

Each of these situations could provoke
difficult questions from the media or the
public. Would you react to these questions
defensively? Angrily? Would you react at all?

Delivering bad news quickly, honestly
and proactively goes a long way toward
inspiring trust. Rather than spin away your
response, taking some basic steps to diffuse
the conflict might be a better approach.

Seven ways to inspire trust:

+Thou shall not spin. Tell the unvarnished
truth. This should always be rule No. 1.

» Put yourself in the questioner’s shoes.
Acknowledge their emotions. Feel their
pain. Understand that an uncertain or
sudden situation can cause fear, concern
oranger.

+ Avoid speculation. Talk about what you
know, not what you don't know. Defertoa
law enforcement or regulatory agency if
the situation calls for it.

* Accentuate the positive. Like the old
song, eliminate the negative and don't
mess with Mr. In Between. Talk directly to
the audiences affected by the situation in
acalm, empathetic, positive way.

* Look ahead. Admit your mistakes, but
keep the focus on what you can do now, not
what happened in the past. Crying over
spilt milk will only get you in hot water.

* Don't lose your cool. Be aware of being
baited and step around those minefields

*Stay calm. Don't be defensive. Diffusing
acontflict often can be as simple as open
ing a conversation with someone who feels
like they are not being listened to.

The difference between messages com-
ing out of spin rooms and those based on
honest communications is the difference
between PR and propaganda. PRis
designed to inspire trust; propaganda is
designed to manipulate public opinion in
favor of a particular point of view.

In times of conflict, companies that
inspire trust rather than engage in manip-
ulating their publics will be the ones that
weather the storm.
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