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Lesson in Perry’s PR Recovery
By Lori Turner-Wilson
Print | Front Page | Email this story

No matter what your political affiliations, you have to
give Texas Governor Rick Perry credit for leading a
strong recovery strategy after his “oops” moment in the
recent Republican presidential debate.

In an attempt to name three agencies of government he
would eliminate as president, Perry could only cite two. “It’s three
agencies of government when I get there that are gone – Commerce,
Education and the, um, what’s the third one there? Let’s see… Commerce,
Education and the, um, um,” Perry said.

“But you can’t name the third one?” asked CNBC moderator John
Harwood.

“The third agency of government I would do away with – the education,
uh the commerce, and let’s see. I can’t…the third one. I can’t. Sorry.
Oops.”

The third agency Perry couldn’t think of was the Department of Energy,
which he talks about nearly every day on the campaign trail. It was every
public speaker’s nightmare.

While debate fumbles are inevitably part of every election season, what’s
interesting about this one is how the governor’s team led the recovery
effort. There’s a lesson in this story for every business owner – how to
effectively survive a PR crisis. Most businesses in the public eye will
eventually face some sort of a crisis. Being prepared will ensure you
survive it.

So how did Perry’s team handle the crisis? It used a three-pronged
strategy of taking ownership, deploying a creative viral marketing effort
and embracing the media.

Perry admitted his mistake immediately after the debate, wisely making
few excuses. They got out in front of the story and admitted they goofed.

Then they got creative. The campaign sent an email to supporters
encouraging them to name the agency of government they would most
like to forget with a suggestion to make a $5 donation along with it. In
this email, they astutely aligned the governor with other political leaders
who have made similar missteps – Obama, Reagan and Ford.

They also launched a somewhat risky Twitter campaign featuring the
hashtag #forgetmenot. While foes no doubt used this hashtag to further
poke fun, the Perry camp opted to be part of the conversation.

Then they embraced the media. Perry agreed to several TV and radio
interviews, even appearing on Letterman, presenting a self-deprecating
tone, which had a humanizing effect.

When faced with a PR crisis, it’s critical to have a plan. Equally important
is staying ahead of the story. Don’t remain silent. While you can’t control
the entire conversation, at least be a part of it.

Focus on the solutions you’re putting in place to correct the issue and
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what your company is planning for the future, pulling some of the
attention away from what just happened. Then find backup – supporters,
board members, industry experts – who will speak positively about the
company or individual at the heart of the crisis.

Lori Turner-Wilson is an award-winning columnist and managing
partner of RedRover Sales & Marketing, www.redrovercompany.com.

You can follow RedRover on Twitter (@redrovercompany and
@loriturner) and Facebook (facebook.com/redrovercompany).
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