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ASSESSMENT 9

1. Give short answers to the following questions:

I. What is a crisis?

To quote the study materials, “A crisis is any unexpected event that affects traveller confidence in a destination and interferes with the ability to continue operating normally.” There are a number of other definitions which are variations on the same theme but one definition which is particularly relevant to the topic of this assessment is, “A time when a difficult or important decision must be made.”

II. What is crisis management?

Crisis management involves implementing strategies to deal with the consequences of any given crisis. On the one hand, there is the need to retain the confidence of travellers (which includes ensuring they are given the support and assistance they require) and the travel industry in general and, on the other hand, there is the requirement to minimise the impact of the crisis on the destination.
III. What does a crisis management plan consist of?

A crisis management plan covers three broad aspects. The first aspect covers preparing for the worst before a crisis even arises. This is essential as the time to start thinking about appropriate measures is not when a crisis has occurred. The other two parts cover the actions to be taken during the crisis and immediately after the crisis. 

A) Before the Crisis
This part of the plan can be broken down into the following sections:
- Implementing a communications strategy 
- Working on promotion planning
- Reviewing security systems
- Researching readiness

B) During a Crisis
In this stage, the primary concerns are:
- Minimising damage through honest and open communication
- Making decisions about promotion
- Ensuring security

C) Immediately after the Crisis 
During this stage the focus moves to the following matters:
- Communicating to rebuild the destination’s image
- Being flexible in promotion
- Evaluating future security 
- Using research effectively

I have discussed some of these points in further detail in the relevant questions below.

IV. Outline the security measures that should be taken to safeguard tourists from any crisis.
In Question 1.III, we saw that a crisis management plan consists of three parts. Arguably it is the actions which are taken by the tourism authorities before any crisis that plays the biggest part in safeguarding tourists from, or during, a crisis.

Security systems and the ability of the local infrastructure to deal with a crisis should be reviewed and this involves developing working relationships with relevant agencies such as the police, health service and civil defence. Tourism authorities should ensure they are aware of any security measures which affect the industry and should, ideally, be involved in implementing any necessary steps or reforms. Training staff in safety issues and how to react in a crisis is clearly also a key requirement. Other forms of safeguarding tourists may come in the form of providing tourists with safety information and the setting up of an emergency helpline.

By taking these steps before a crisis has even occurred, the tourism industry is playing its part in creating a safe environment and ensuring, as far as possible, that it is in a strong position as possible to act in a constructive manner and assist tourists during a crisis situation.

In the case of a major crisis such as a natural disaster, all of the preventative measure and planning in the world would not fully be able to safeguard either tourists or residents. However, the measures suggested above should help the tourism and other authorities to manage the situation more effectively and provide assistance in an organised and coordinated manner.

V. What steps should management take in order to minimise the damage caused by a crisis?

To some extent, this depends on the nature of the crisis. Nobody could logically blame a tourism authority for a natural disaster although they might blame them for the handling of the aftermath. On the other hand, the collapse of a hotel due to poor building practices, for example, would draw far more harsh scrutiny and criticism of the destination and the relevant authorities.

Having said this, however, good practice dictates a swift and professional response whatever might have occurred. Those in charge of dealing with the press must be honest. It is imperative to avoid lies or any suspicion of a lack of disclosure. Lines of communication must be kept open and to facilitate this, a media centre should be established. Information should also be added to the tourism authority’s website and updated regularly.

While maintaining good relationships with the media, it is also essential to challenge any untrue information which may be reported and to be able to back up these challenges with hard facts.

The impact upon the victims and what is being done to help them should, it almost goes without saying, be given priority over damage to infrastructure and economic losses. Compassion should come naturally in such situations and it is vital that this is conveyed to the wider world in actions as well as words.

2. ‘Communication is very important during crises.’ Discuss.

Communication is vital at all times if an organisation is to run smoothly. Even a trivial matter can escalate into something more serious if there is a lack of communication. With this in mind, it is clear that in a crisis situation, communication is even more vital than ever.

From the point of view of tourism authorities, they will need to be able to communicate effectively with a wide range of people in a crisis: the tourists in their care; the relatives of tourists, enquiring about their safety; their staff; the local authorities such as police and hospitals; tour operators and also the media.

Therefore, it is vital for tourism authorities to have excellent communications systems and, as discussed above, these systems should be in place prior to a crisis taking place. In the paragraphs which follow, I have discussed why communication with these different groups is so important.

Tourists

Tourists, along with residents, will obviously be amongst those most immediately and adversely affected by a crisis. Unlike residents, who at least have the benefit of knowing how local systems work and being able to speak the local language, tourists will probably be unsure what to do in a crisis and may be unable to communicate effectively even if they locate someone in authority. Therefore, systems for communicating with tourists are vital. Prior to a crisis, tourists should be familiarised with any safety precautions and procedures relevant to the destination. They should also be supplied with an emergency contact number manned by staff who speak their language. 

Relatives of tourists

Anybody who has a relative or friend travelling in an area which has been hit by a crisis will naturally be concerned about their safety and will want to contact someone who can provide information about their whereabouts. Tourism authorities should have an action plan which can be implemented to deal with calls from those worried about travellers in their area.

Staff

The tourism authority’s staff should have been fully trained and briefed about their roles and responsibilities – in itself another example of communication - prior to a crisis. However, constant communication between the authority and its staff should ensure things run as smoothly as possible (given the challenges faced), that unexpected issues can be dealt with as soon as they come up and also that no misunderstandings occur.

Local authorities

The tourism authority will need to liaise with other organisations such as the police and hospitals in order to assist wherever possible (for example, by providing details of any tourists who are unaccounted for) and also to ensure they know precisely what is happening in order that they can provide accurate information to other concerned parties. 

Tour operators

Tour operators will need to be kept up to date with the situation so that they can make informed decisions about whether to continue with or cancel the holidays of those due to travel in the near future.

The media

The media will always report on a crisis. A smaller scale crisis may only attract local media whereas a major disaster will attract media from all over the world. In any case, honest and clear communication with the media is essential for the reasons discussed in Question 1.V above.

Case Study

Read the passage given below and answer the accompanying questions:

In 2002, a devastating fire broke out at a food festival in India, resulting in the death of three workers and injury to a few tourists. This alarming situation lasted for more than 8 hours before the fire was finally put out by a contingent of fire fighting brigades. This situation caused panic in the area, neighbourhood, among media men and the general public including hampering the traffic for several hours. This unfortunate outbreak of fire was subsequently attributed to the PEC (Tourism Management Company) and negligence and lack of adequate fire fighting facilities.

1) What strategies would you adopt to keep PEC’s image clear?
2) List the target audiences you would address.
3) Briefly mention the results you would expect out of the crisis management activity.
Given the way the way that the situation has been presented, I am unsure as to whether the PEC was actually to blame or was blamed even though what happened was not its fault. I have therefore looked at both scenarios in my answer.

Scenario 1 – The PEC was to blame

We have seen that open communication is essential and that there is no point in hiding facts as the truth almost invariably comes to light at some stage and it is worse if it comes out later. Therefore, I would not advocate trying to deny the negligence of the PEC. This course of action would not, of course, keep its image clear but the only thing which would keep its image clear in this situation would be lying and hoping people believed the lie and that the truth did not become known which would be neither ethical nor likely to be successful as a long-term strategy. 

Honesty is not the easy option but the only real option here. I feel it would be much better in this situation for the PEC to be completely honest with the media and to brace itself for the inevitable negative press. It would then have to rebuild its image in a transparent and honest manner, winning back trust over time by showing contrition for its past failings and demonstrating through its actions what it was doing to ensure such a thing could not happen again. 

I would advise the PEC to start the process by examining the failures which led to the disaster and follow this up by drawing up an action plan to address these issues. As the action plan is implemented, the PEC should proactively communicate what it is doing to avoid any chance of a repeat incident. Any good news about the PEC and the destination in general should also be actively publicised. However, this needs to be done in a sensitive manner (particularly in the early days) to avoid giving the impression that everything is fine now and what happened in the past can simply be forgotten. I would therefore also recommend that anniversaries of the disaster be remembered and marked in a respectful manner.

I would also recommend that as the PEC rebuilds its image, it looks for ways to boost interest in, and visits to, the region so that people can see for themselves that this is a place worth visiting and that the PEC has now become an efficient and proactive organisation. A good starting point would be offering familiarisation trips to journalists and tour operators, who could, in turn, transmit a positive image to potential tourists.

Another way to rebuild interest and confidence in the destination would be to create new niche markets and promote special offers. A suitable marketing campaign should then be adopted to inform the travelling public accordingly. Sometimes, a company or destination faces no alternative but to rebrand itself or present itself in a completely new light.

Scenario 2 – The PEC was unfairly blamed for the disaster

In this scenario, I would advise the PEC to work to clear its name by the vigorous presentation of facts clearly demonstrating why the accusations were unjust. I would advise that these facts be transmitted through as many distribution channels as possible including the media, the company’s website and the GTA. 

Combined with this robust defence, I would suggest that the PEC looks at exactly who and what was to blame and works with the relevant authorities to try to ensure such an incident could not happen again. This might involve a number of actions such as, but not limited to, improving fire-fighting facilities and/or infrastructure. The PEC’s role in investigating the incident and taking action should be publicised in order to ensure that its image is not just kept clear, but actually enhanced as this would show it to be an organisation which actually cares about such matters and finding effective solutions.

Apart from these actions, I would suggest a similar strategy to that outlined in scenario 1 in the sense of remembering anniversaries in a respectful manner; promoting any and all good news about the destination; inviting journalists and members of the travel industry to visit and creating new and special offers to attract tourists.

The Target Audience

In both scenarios, the initial target audience is the media whether the PEC is going to admit its failings or mount a robust defence. The information presented in the press will, of course, work its way through to the general public, tour operators, travel agents and tourists so it is be important for the PEC to be mindful of what it says and how it says it. Of course, the PEC must remember that it does not have full control of what the press decides to report so it should be prepared for negative publicity. Journalists can, of course, also be a key part of restoring the image of a destination if they write a favourable piece in a publication with a large audience.

Tour operators, travel agents and tourists are also a key target audience and by ensuring updates are given on remedial action, good news is publicised and fact finding trips and special/new deals are offered, confidence and interest in the destination should gradually be restored.

Last but not least, the general public in the affected area should not be forgotten. They should be kept informed of changes and improvements by the PEC as they were clearly affected by what happened and would want to be reassured that such an incident could not occur again. They should also be kept up to date with what is being done to attract tourists back to the region as their presence will no doubt have an impact on the local economy.

Results

I would expect to see the PEC’s image restored over a period of time, and perhaps even improved, by being open and working hard to improve (scenario 1) or by being seen to be working with the other relevant authorities (scenario 2) to avoid any similar incident in the future.

I would also expect to see tourists returning to the destination over a period of time provided that the necessary steps, as outlined above, were taken to present and publicise it in a favourable light.
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