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a b s t r a c t


The Deepwater Horizon drilling rig exploded on April 20, 2010 off the coast of Louisiana,
and the ensuing oil spill caused substantial economic and environmental damage to states
on the U.S. Gulf Coast. British Petroleum received strong public criticism for its role in
the disaster and quickly attempted image repair strategies. These strategies centered on
describing what they were doing to correct the problem and compensate the victims, but
did not include strategies such as shifting the blame to the other companies involved nor
admitting their own blame. This study applies Benoit’s work in Image Repair to a content
analysis of the press releases from British Petroleum in the initial aftermath of the Deep-
water Horizon spill. We also note the difficulty of using this theory to capture the nuances
of responses.


© 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.


1. Introduction


On April 20, 2010, the deep-sea petroleum-drilling rig Deepwater Horizon exploded off the coast of Louisiana. The imme-
diate tragedy was that 11 people working on the rig died in the explosion. However, public attention soon shifted from their
deaths to environmental and economic damages resulting from the explosion. A ruptured pipeline released huge volumes
of oil into the Gulf of Mexico, and three months passed before British Petroleum (BP) substantially stopped the flow. The
oil hit the U.S. Gulf Coast states and caused significant environmental damage and severe economic losses, with Gulf Coast
tourism and fishing sectors being particularly hard hit.


BP received much of the blame for this disaster, and that blame resulted in the need for what Benoit (1995) calledimage
restoration strategies. Drawing on the work of Rosenfield (1968), Ware and Linkugel (1973), Burke (1970, 1973), Ryan (1982),
and others, Benoit (1995) described 14 strategies that people or organization can employ when responding to a crisis,
including consigning responsibility for the crisis to oneself or others, redefining the origin and nature of the crisis, attacking
an accuser, and refocusing attention on post-crisis activities.1


These strategies emerge from application of Image Repair Theory, initially known as Image Restoration Theory. Image
Repair Theory explains how individuals and organizations attempt to correct negative public perception of themselves
after a specific event or series of events. While some have noted limitations to Benoit’s model of image repair discourse
(Burns & Bruner, 2000), it is frequently cited as the basis for understanding the response to crisis situations—Smudde and
Courtright (2008), for example, reviewed the times it has been cited and argued that it “should emerge as a proven approach
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in industry for successfully managing emergency situations”(p. 12). Their recommendation strongly suggests studying the
use of this theory in specific industry situations and analyzing its success. Avery, Lariscy, Kim, and Hocke (2010) call for
researchers to further develop the theory through “theoretical critique,” and investigation into the use of image repair
strategies in a variety of industries, organizations, contexts, and research methods (p. 192), and at various points in the crisis
process.


This study uses Image Repair Theory to analyze BP’s response to the Deepwater Horizon explosion and the initial
stages of the ensuing spill and cleanup. Specifically, we seek to describe what BP’s image repair strategies were in the
initial stages of this tragedy. We also comment on the efficacy of those strategies and note limitations to Image Repair
Theory.


2. Method


This study focused on the initial strategies used by BP rather than on longer-term strategies. As Jaques (2007) explains,
corporate image repair strategies often change as a crisis progresses through various stages. Initial strategies are more
likely to emerge from existing emergency management plans that attempt to address all possible scenarios. Even the best
emergency management plan, however, will overlook something because the precise details of an emergency and its social
context are unknowable. This means that the initial image repair strategies may have an element of improvisation precisely
when public and media attention are most focused on the organization and its communicative practices, and when the
organization’s image is most vulnerable. Corporate image repair strategies may change as a crisis progresses through various
stages. While other researchers, including Ulmer, Seeger, and Sellnow (2007) explore the discourse of renewal that emerges
after an immediate crisis, such work “extends beyond image restoration to a post-crisis innovation and adaptation of the
organization.” (Ulmer et al., 2007, p. 131) In contrast, this study is focused on early attempts at image repair in the initial,
and most unpredictable, stages of this crisis.


In order to identify BP’s image restoration strategies, the lead author of this article accessed BP’s website at www.bp.com
on July 26, 2010. BP had created a prominent “Gulf of Mexico response” section on its web site, containing video about the
event, still images, contact information, social networking links, and press releases. Press releases are a particularly important
means of creating and repairing or restoring corporate image, since they are the documents most explicitly associated with
issue framing and agenda setting. (Aday, 2006) From this site, the lead researcher downloaded all press releases from April
20, 2010, the date of the explosion, to June 15, 2010, the date President Obama demanded that BP take action to resolve the
crisis in his first live speech from the Oval Office. The April 27 press release announcing first quarter financial results was
later excluded because it discussed the Deepwater Horizon event only tangentially.


Two coders were trained and worked independently, and neither coder was an author of this article. Each coder read
every press release and considered each paragraph as a distinct unit of analysis. A total of 413 paragraphs were coded, with
each treated as an independent statement. The coders were asked to categorize each paragraph in the press releases as one
of Benoit’s 14 strategies.


3. Results


The raters agreed on the coding of 372 of 413 paragraphs, for a percentage agreement rate of 90.1%. We measured
this observed agreement against expected agreement using the Kappa statistic, and inter-rater reliability was found to be
Kappa = .689—a level Landis and Koch (1977, p. 165) describe as “substantial.” The following results were reported and
represent the number of paragraphs assigned each code:


(1) Bolstering = 3 (0.7%)
(2) Minimization = 2 (0.5%)


Strategy Example


(1) Simple denial We did not do it
(2) Shifting blame Someone else did it
(3) Provocation We did it, but were provoked
(4) Defeasibility Lack of information or control
(5) Accidents The incident was an accident
(6) Good intentions The error was the result of good intentions
(7) Bolstering Our good characteristics outweigh any error
(8) Minimization The problem is not that bad
(9) Differentiation This incident is different from some other act
(10) Transcendence The act should be understood in a different context
(11) Attack accuser The person blaming us is the one at fault
(12) Compensation The victim will be compensated
(13) Corrective action We will fix the problem
(14) Mortification We admit responsibility or ask for forgiveness
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(3) Transcendence = 3 (0.7%)
(4) Compensation = 49 (11.9%)
(5) Corrective action = 315 (76.3%)
(6) No agreement = 41 (9.9%)


Informally, the coders reported difficulty categorizing some of the paragraphs. Particularly difficult were some paragraphs
in which BP appeared to be describing what had happened. However, the coders were able to achieve a substantial level of
agreement with one another despite these difficulties.


It is also worth noting that these press releases did not form BP’s entire image repair strategy. A number of other
statements were made in the initial period, and BP later released a major report of the incident. However, these data
represent all of the press releases from BP on this subject for the first several weeks following the incident. As such, it is
a reasonable representation of the initial strategy of image repair. These data strongly suggest that, at least initially, BP
was focused on the twin tasks of describing corrective action and describing attempts to compensate the victims of the
incident.


4. Discussion


It is hard to call BP’s initial attempt at image repair successful. The disaster in the Gulf of Mexico prompted the first
Oval Office address of the Obama presidency, and public pressure resulted in BP’s establishment of a $20 billion repair fund
administered by Kenneth Feinberg—the same man who oversaw the compensation fund after the 9/11 tragedy in New York
and Washington. It is important to note, however, that these results do not necessarily mean that an ideal strategy was
available. While much more time is needed to determine the long-term impact of this incident on BP’s public relations posi-
tion, it is possible that only the passage of sufficient time will allow BP to more fully re-establish its public image. However,
two things are particularly noteworthy about this initial response. First, BP focused on two particular strategies—describing
how it would correct the problem and describing how it would compensate the victims. Second, BP did this at the expense
of a number of other possible strategies which might have been expected under the circumstances. In particular, BP did not
attempt to shift the blame onto other companies nor admit responsibility on their own part.


While BP did not carry out a full-strength attempt to shift blame for the explosion to another company, its initial press
releases tend to indicate at least some effort in that direction. BP’s 6 press releases from April 21 through April 28 all (a)
include some reference to BP working with Transocean, and (b) are phrased in such a way as to imply that BP and Transocean
were somewhat equally sharing the burden of response to the explosion. From April 29 forward, though, Transocean is only
referred to in passing. When the press releases stopped depicting Transocean as a partner sharing BP’s burden, they seemed
to become much more apt to depict BP as forcefully pursuing a conclusion to the matter. Each individual press release
appears to be forthcoming in both what BP had done since the issuance of the previous press release and what BP was going
to do before the issuance of the next press release. None of the press releases, though, appear to portray BP as bearing any
kind of responsibility for the explosion happening in the first place.


There is significant tension in BP’s response. The company publicly accepted responsibility for stopping the damage and
for compensating the victims—its initial response was almost entirely composed of those two themes. It is difficult to accept
that responsibility without making some tacit admission of fault or responsibility. While there might be a legal argument
for not admitting fault, those damages were in effect accepted when BP provided $20 billion for the victim compensation
fund. Since BP had already accepted responsibility for the cleanup and for compensating the victims, there may have been
significant public relations ground to be gained through a strategy focused on mortification.


It is possible that we have simply failed to capture the depth of BP’s response, and Avery et al. (2010) call for a theoretical
critique of this theory to address such shortcomings. This study was limited by a lack of adequate tools to describe the
nuances of BP’s statements. As noted above, our coders had difficulty with paragraphs which appear to provide a dry,
technical explanation of the situation without apparently employing any of Benoit’s other strategies. It is possible that this
problem flows from using paragraphs as our unit of analysis. However, using a larger unit such as entire articles would be
unlikely to help—that would leave the coders trying to assign a single meaning to a release which may have competing
messages. Allowing the coders to assign multiple codes to the same article also would not help, because there still would
not always be a code to address the specific response being studied. Using Benoit’s framework, most of the examples which
gave our coders difficulty are best understood as BP’s description of what it will do to resolve the problem. However, we
believe Image Repair Theory would benefit from sufficient flexibility to account for new or additional types of responses. We
also believe this would allow us to increase inter-rater reliability ratings from a solid level of .689 to something higher and
would capture the nuance of responses such as BP’s references to the other companies involved in the Deepwater Horizon
project.


With that limitation noted, however, we believe that Image Repair Theory still provides a useful framework for describing
corporate responses in the initial stages of a disaster. In this case, BP focused on what it was doing to correct the problem
and what it was doing to compensate the victims. While there may have been some limited attempts to shift the blame to
other corporate partners in the Deepwater Horizon project, our coders did not note those and references to other companies
were extremely limited in any event. We believe these data call for further study in three specific areas: The responses of
other corporations in the initial stages of crises, the reaction of BP in later stages of this crisis, and responses other than
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press releases given by BP in the initial stages of this crisis. Those three lines of research will help create an understanding
of successful corporate image repair strategies at different stages of a crisis.
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