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Kerry O’Shea Gorgone:   Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your 
host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thanks for listening.  

 
Today on Marketing Smarts I’ll talk with Chuck Brinker, SurveyMonkey’s Director of Research 
Solutions and a brand crisis management expert. Before joining SurveyMonkey he worked with 
some of the biggest brands in America, including Coca-Cola and SC Johnson.  

 He’s helped many companies to navigate through various crises. We’ll talk about using data to 
manage a crisis and what your brand needs to be doing now so that you can handle a crisis 
tomorrow. I’m excited to have Chuck with us today.  

 Chuck, thanks so much for talking with me. 

Chuck Brinker:   Thanks for having me. 

Kerry: You’re a brand crisis management expert. What is the worst crisis you’ve ever successfully 
navigated?  

Chuck: The funny thing about crisis and the nature of crises is that generally folks going through them 
want to keep them private, so it’s tough to have a conversation and name names, etcetera.  

 I think one of the toughest crises I’ve ever managed or consulted on was for a large CPG firm 
where the CEO had some family personal matters going on that were very sensitive. You can 
imagine we all have things within our families that we wouldn’t want millions of people to know. 
The process we went through to look at things before, during, and after the crisis and managing 
that was extremely excruciating just simply from the fact that the subject matter was difficult.  

 In this particular case what we did was because the subject matter was so difficult and the crisis 
was a very personal one for a family owned business, I think really what we needed to do was 
take a deep breath towards to the beginning, really assess what needed to take place and the 
framework that we needed to put in place to take action if action needed to be taken. That was 
the key to just start things off.  

 From that point we went about going through a national approach to collect information from 
consumers and from their customers specifically to figure out if in fact yes you’re aware of the 
information, yes you’re aware of the crisis, but how does it ultimately impact the perception of 
the brand and the company itself and is it going to change any behaviors from a purchasing 
standpoint. I think that’s critical in every phase, but the data is most critical at that beginning 
part when you’re reacting to a crisis. 

Kerry: That’s so difficult because afterward they want to forget that they knew you and that it ever 
happened, but it’s all out there very public so it’s almost like your best hope is to have 
somebody else experience a crisis that overtakes yours in the news. 

Chuck: Yes, you’re exactly right. Crisis management as a whole has evolved in that way where you have 
news cycles now that you might be the top story for a day, if that, because the next big thing 
comes along and what I would call flooding the zone where you get pushed to the bottom of the 
search engine and things like that so you’re no longer the top story.  
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 I think it really starts before you see anything in the news with companies. The way that we 
typically think about it is there is a proactive approach to what I would call issues management, 
and then there’s a reactive approach to what we think of when we think about crisis mainly, 
which is crisis containment where something has happened and now we’re trying to do the best 
we can from a marketing and communications standpoint to protect what we have in our 
business and our brand. Of those two things, the proactive is really what gets missed.  

 To your point, I think if you have a framework set up and a plan to proactively monitor issues, 
proactively understand what’s happening in the marketplace, conversations, and trends, 
companies generally know the three to five issues that they’re probably susceptible on as a 
business. There are obviously crises that happen that are complete outliers that we don’t see 
coming, but you can monitor for those things. As you see groundswell starting, whether it’s 
social listening or whatever it might be, you need to start thinking about, “What am I going to do 
if…” It’s those if then scenarios and doing some scenario planning.  

 That’s the part that I think people miss. We see the reaction, we don’t see the proactive stuff.  

Kerry: It’s interesting because brands are sometimes hesitant to authorize a campaign that uses user 
generated content because of the risks, but then they’ll just go ahead on social media and let 
people customize their logo or do some completely unfiltered thing, like Coca-Cola did, and 
discover very quickly that it brings the funny people and the trolls out of the woodwork. How 
does that major oversight happen, even to a big brand that’s trying to plan ahead? 

Chuck: Over the last five or six years you and I, along with marketers around the world, have heard how 
transparency is critical, how user generated content is critical to engage consumers, and the 
engagement level with your brand is probably one of the most important metrics. That’s sort of 
the drumbeat that I think has been going through marketing and marketers for the last five, six, 
even seven years, and I think that’s true.  

 There’s that proactive part where you have to think through, “If this thing goes sideways, if we 
are allowing folks to touch and engage and almost create something new with our brand, what 
are the things that need to happen if this thing goes sideways?” Whatever that thing might be is 
really not important, but it’s what is the plan to counteract that or to at least contain that.  

 Your example of Coca-Cola is exactly right, you don’t necessarily react in the right way. 
Unfortunately, I think what we’ve all seen is the reaction to that crisis or that user generated 
content that didn’t go the way we wanted it to. The reaction to that by the company actually 
then becomes another crisis in and of itself. That’s problematic and that’s where I think the 
foresight and the planning by marketers has really been lacking and they’ve really left that a lot 
of times to the coms department. I think that collaboration between the two is sort of a critical 
piece that maybe has been missing in the past.  

Kerry: You are SurveyMonkey’s Director of Research Solutions. What role can data play in helping a 
company in every phase of crisis readiness? Like you said, there’s the proactive and then there’s 
the reactive. I think anybody who has been paying attention the last couple of years would 
prefer to be on the proactive side. 
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Chuck: Exactly right. That decision is really just being diligent about putting a plan in place. When you 
think about before the crisis, it’s really about monitoring and tracking proactively the issues or 
areas that you know you, your company, or your brand, might be susceptible to taking some 
backlash. For instance, Facebook knows that privacy and data security kinds of things are 
absolutely things that they don’t need to wait for something to happen, they need to proactively 
track.  

 The way to do that really is a couple of ways. You can do it through monitoring social listening, 
and I think most companies have been doing that for years. We all know that social and those 
channels can be a place for trolls, as you said, and that’s not always representative of what’s 
actually happening in the marketplace. So I think social is a critical piece, but it’s only a small 
piece.  

 Another piece is understanding the general consumer and market sentiment around your 
company and your brand. A lot of that is just through what we would call explicit data, which 
might be going out and surveying the population, whether it be your customers or general 
population. That’s a lot of what we focus on is trying to understand that general marketplace 
through online surveys.  

 The other piece is really understanding your key stakeholders internally, whether that be 
customers, whether that be employees, etcetera. All of that stuff is very critical because those 
are all touch points that will alert you to things that might be shifting that you might not be 
aware of.  

 That’s all prior to anything happening. During the crisis is where things begin to go a little south 
and the struggle here is that you have an immediacy to this thing, this crisis whatever it might 
be. We all know how collaboration works within companies, it’s not always the easiest thing to 
do to get cross-functional collaboration. Here you have this thing that may originate with PR and 
crisis and communications group internally, but they ultimately need marketing, they need 
product, they might need sales, they might need opps all involved to really make an approach 
that makes sense for the business or a reaction that makes sense.  

 In order to do that, what we really suggest is looking at implicit streams like social listening, like 
your own analytics, and looking that data but then marrying it with what we would call explicit 
data, which is the response data, whether it be surveys, focus groups, mock trial kinds of things 
that we’ve seen in certain industries. That’s all critical information and the part that is most 
critical is tying those two together to paint the full picture. A lot of people get one particular 
piece but maybe not the whole picture. If we’re all relying on social media listening to paint a 
picture for us, it doesn’t always paint the greatest picture, nor is it representative. I think that’s 
the piece that we really stress.  

 After, the ongoing management there. It’s not just, “We’re not top of search results right now, 
we’re not on the front page” of such-and-such publications, that’s not when it’s over. It’s not 
really over for a long time. That approach and your reaction and your communications is 
absolutely critical. That’s where transparency and consistency in messaging through those same 
channels, whether it’s social or other ways, and tracking that ongoing so that you don’t have 
anything resurfacing is absolutely critical.  
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 That’s sort of the entire what I call ecosphere of the crisis management or crisis containment 
data structure. That’s how we typically approach things. 

Kerry: So that’s it, they’re all set now, nothing more to talk about.  

 While you were talking about the things that people should do before in terms of gathering 
data, not just through social but through other channels as well, they might do that, but I’m 
imagining that the data just kind of sits sometimes and that they’re not actively sifting through it 
to try and figure out what they can be doing on a day to day basis to keep those little fires from 
taking off and creating a massive crisis.  

Chuck: That’s exactly right. Like I mentioned before, sometimes the best action is no action. We are all 
very ego or company centric inside our own four walls at our businesses and we can freak out 
about little things every day, but ultimately the best action might be to wait a day, wait a couple 
of days, and see where it goes. I think that is probably a critical point.  

 Obviously, sometimes companies get knocked for not responding quick enough because the 
expectation with our news cycles is that you’re going to respond instantly, but that’s not always 
the best case scenario to respond like that. Ultimately, the way that you respond can actually 
become a crisis in and of itself, which is problematic.  

Kerry: It was really funny when Tinder had that problem. They’re a dating app, and they got on Twitter 
and started getting really snippy in response to an article about the app and online dating. It 
seemed like they were acting like exactly the kind of person you wouldn’t want to date on 
Tinder.  

Chuck: Isn’t that ironic? I think you nailed it, defensiveness and just going on defending the thing that 
has happened is the number one mistake that happens in this crisis reaction world where 
basically you come out and you defend anything that’s happening.  

 I’ve seen it also work a couple of times successfully. Taco Bell and Yum Brands is a great 
example. If you remember five or six years ago they had a crisis where there were some claims 
made that the percent of actual beef in their beef was extremely low and it was terrible grade. 
That is a fact that they could easily defend and dispute. They basically flipped it on its head and 
said, “The ‘secret’ recipe that we’ve been keeping to ourselves all these years, we’re just going 
to show you what it is. We’re going to show you that we’re actually 80/20 beef,” or whatever it 
might be. That really worked.  

 But, 99 times of 100, getting defensive doesn’t work. I think we’ve seen that with the VW 
approach more recently where they came out, clearly there has been some coaching to just 
apologize profusely on every level. Then there’s also now when reporters and media have asked 
and taken it to that next layer, which is what actually happened and why were we deceived by 
these standards, there’s this defensiveness happening where the CEO in particular has said, 
“This was not intentional, this was an accident,” and there seems to be evidence on the 
contrary. That’s where you really need to say if we’re going to go the apology route let’s be 
consistent with that and let’s stay with that, and maybe not comment and get defensive on the 
other aspects. 
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Kerry: These are all decisions that wind up being made in the moment and that’s just making a difficult 
situation worse. Couldn’t they make some of these decisions in advance? What do you 
recommend in terms of a plan for people so that when crisis does hit they have a plan ready to 
go and they just push the button on it?  

Chuck: Absolutely. The two things you want to map out – literally, map out – are the proactive 
approach and we talked about the reactive. We want to map out your framework for proactively 
monitoring your five to 10 areas that you’re susceptible. You also want to map out who are the 
stakeholders internally that are going to be owners of the different steps. You might have an 
owner, let’s say in marketing, that is responsible for some social media monitoring or whatever 
it might be, but then we need to make sure that there is an executive sponsor, and that might 
be the head of coms or somebody like that who is ultimately responsible when a crisis hits like 
this. You need to have an owner of each task and you need to map that to the function, so 
whether it be marketing or coms or brand, whatever your functions might be, that plan needs to 
be in place.  

 I think an exercise that people don’t do typically is scenario planning and actually saying to 
themselves the phrase, “What if…?” What if this? What if that? Going through very realistic 
scenarios, but then also maybe some very unrealistic scenarios. You can group them, they don’t 
have to be very specific scenarios in the sense that you know exactly down to the detail what 
happened, but more in the case of we’ve had an executive that stepped outside across the line, 
whether it be commenting to media or whatever, how are we going to handle this as a business.  

 The actual fine points within the communications are things that your communications experts 
and marketing experts have to work on, but at least you have the framework so that nobody is 
looking around during that crisis saying, “What’s our next step? What’s our next move and who 
is the owner of that?” because that has all been put in place.  

 Again, this is something that is really hard when historically you’ve maybe not had a crisis in 
your company. It’s hard to say, “Hey, we need to do this,” and a lot of companies just don’t.  

Kerry: Then they’re just waiting out the clock, because eventually it will catch up and it will be them. 

Chuck: That’s exactly right. It is not an “if” scenario, it’s definitely a “when.” 

Kerry: It is these days, because even in a narrow industry you could have this Tempest in a teapot 
basically. New England paper industry is rocked by scandal. It happens.  

Chuck: Think about the virality of things just through social channels and the complete false claims or 
whatever it might be that people can build just through the virality of social media. You need to 
be prepared for those things. It doesn’t matter if they’re true or not. Ultimately, perception is 
reality when it comes to social media. That’s something that as we look at more and more 
publications also using social media as a starting point for stories is critical to think through.  

Kerry: Stories is the right word. I’ve noticed a lot of people jump on the bandwagon for something 
without ever even reading the underlying article. Someone will share an article and say, “This is 
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outrageous.” Like when they left Rey out of the Star Wars toy pack, which actually did annoy me 
too, but I read the article before I shared it. Some people will just share it without digging into it.  

 How as a company can you combat that? Do you go the Taco Bell route and try to put the facts 
out there in a calm and reasonable manner, or do you just kind of let Snopes handle it for you?  

Chuck: I think in the one-off smaller attacks, which is what I would classify that as, those are the ones 
where if you do take that deep breath and you just consider what your actions could be in 
response to this, I think those are the ones that you probably end up after you’ve weighed your 
options not doing anything in this scenario, let the zone flood a little bit and this will get pushed. 
Otherwise, we’ll all be spending most of our time fighting those things.  

 Thinking through that plan that you’re going to have or knowing as a business that it’s policy 
that we don’t initially respond to one-off smaller items like that, and then having also a 
framework in place by which you judge the level or critical level of that claim or that attack. I 
think those are all really important things, because then you’re empowering your people on the 
ground. It might be that social media manager who is not sure, but if you empower that person 
then it becomes much easier to manage and handle.  

Kerry: How do you recommend testing messaging? You have this massive thing happening and you 
need to put something out there, but you want to make sure it strikes the right tone and doesn’t 
make things worse, like the snippy Tinder tweets. How do you test messaging, maybe internally 
or with a smaller group before you put it out there into the public domain?  

Chuck: There is obviously always that concern that if you’re going to test something with the market 
that you’re exposing more people to the issue that may not be aware of the issue. There are fun 
tricks that you can use within a survey, for instance, where you are essentially blinding what 
exactly the issue is, who is behind that particular survey, etcetera. 

 Let’s say we tested Target’s credit card fraud and the stealing of all of those credit card numbers 
and data. There’s a way within surveys and explicit data where you want to understand the 
general marketplace because you are an international brand in Target. Going out there to get 
quantitative data you need to expose people and understand first off unaided, not telling them 
what the issue is, what have they read, heard, seen about Target in the last week or so. You’ll 
understand your percent of folks that have heard about the issue and who have not heard about 
the issue.  

 Then you do an exposure. Basically what you do is blind it in a way where you have three or four 
other topical stories or crises at that point in time. It could be Apple’s issue when people were 
ripping non-iTunes songs and things like that off of people’s iTunes accounts. It could be VW’s 
issue. You could put all of those in a randomized series, that way it just seems as though you’re 
asking generally about these issues.  

 Ultimately, the impact of getting 500 people’s opinion on this is minimal and it’s much more 
minimal than what it could be if you don’t test your messaging. I think that’s the way that we 
approach it; we do a blinding so we put in what we could call a clutter reel of crises happening in 
that moment, exposing you to the different potential messaging to combat that. We actually will 
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put messaging in for the other crises as well so that it doesn’t indicate that we’re really focused 
on Target’s data breach.  

Kerry: I wouldn’t mind testing some crisis messaging, that would almost be a fun hobby for marketers.  

Chuck: It is, but it’s not fun for the brands.  

Kerry: We’re probably the worst test group though because we’re so hyper critical of other marketers. 
“What do you mean you didn’t think about the red cups being offensive?” Really. I think if you 
were in that Starbucks planning meeting you probably wouldn’t have thought of that either. 

Chuck: Absolutely not. That’s where you rate the crisis based on the metrics that you’ve decided that 
you’ll either escalate or just deprecate that particular issue, and hopefully your framework 
works at that point.  

Kerry: You work for SurveyMonkey, so are you more prone to collect and use data than the average 
person? If your nephew or someone in your kid’s class has a little survey project, do they 
suddenly have 20,000 responses?  

Chuck: Yes, I think I am more apt to use data. There’s no question. As a marketer and as a brand 
strategist I think data has always been a thread throughout all of my roles. Absolutely, I think I’m 
a little predisposed to data. But, it doesn’t diminish the critical aspect of that in crisis.  

 I think crisis in particular as an event in companies is something that shockingly you would think 
data is more critical during that time than in any other time in a business or a brand’s life, but 
believe it or not people just don’t think of that or don’t think that it’s relevant at that time. 
That’s just couldn’t be further from the truth. That’s something that I think we really think about 
at SurveyMonkey. 

Kerry: It can do so much to put it in perspective. As you said, there’s a whole universe of people who 
haven’t heard about your crisis, but it’s all you’re talking about. If you don’t gather data at that 
point you could really be overreacting.  

Chuck: Absolutely. We all know that it’s very easy to get caught up in our own fishbowls or to think that 
the world is ending or everybody is talking about us. I’ve seen that be the case more times than 
a not when a company or a clients comes to us and says, “This is a massive issue, everybody 
knows about it.” Then you end up doing some studies and finding out that in fact a very small 
percentage and a very small fraction care. Beyond that, the ones who do care aren’t going to 
change their behavior; 99 times out of 100 if your brand has loyalty and has built that with 
them, they’re not going to change their behavior anyway. That’s really the critical aspect. 

Kerry: I still went to Starbucks, absolutely, red cups or no.  

Chuck: Absolutely. 

Kerry: Chuck, at this point in the show we talk about anything but marketing. I have to ask you about 
this because I saw on your Twitter that you are a really amateur athlete, it says “really amateur.” 
What’s your really amateur sport of choice?  
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Chuck: I should clarify that it is very, very, very amateur athlete. Soccer was my sport of choice. When 
you start pulling muscles or tearing muscles every time you try to play that sport, I think you 
have to give it up. So it’s been a year or two. 

Kerry: I have a doctor’s note forbidding me to perspire, so I’m done before I even start.  

Chuck: That’s great. 

Kerry: Where can people learn more about you, more about SurveyMonkey, and more about crisis 
management?  

Chuck: SurveyMonkey.com for those who don’t know it, but hopefully you already do. It’s a great 
resource, there’s a help page on there and there’s a query based search system on there that 
has just about any question you want to answer around what we do and around SurveyMonkey 
as a whole. Then if you want to go to SurveyMonkey.com/business that is our new enterprise 
group that is offering some of the solutions and tackling some of the issues that we talked about 
today.  

Kerry: Great. You know how you can copy a survey in SurveyMonkey and create a new one based on it 
– do you have a template for a clutter reel based on what’s happening now?  

Chuck: There is not a clutter reel, but there is a number on SurveyMonkey.com/business that if you call 
that number we absolutely have questionnaires and things like that to allow you to access that 
clutter reel template.  

Kerry: And people can follow your really amateur sports career on Twitter @ChuckBrinker.  

Chuck: Absolutely, @ChuckBrinker.  

Kerry: Thanks so much for talking with me, this has been really fun. 

Chuck: Thanks, Kerry. Take care. 

Kerry: For more information visit SurveyMonkey.com or follow Chuck on Twitter @ChuckBrinker.  

 Thanks for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts podcast, brought 
to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Talk with you next week. 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
http://www.surveymonkey.com/business
http://www.surveymonkey.com/business
https://twitter.com/chuckbrinker
http://www.surveymonkey.com/
https://twitter.com/chuckbrinker

